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GLOSSARY 


Agudat Yisrael 


Ashkenazi (m) 


avrech/avrechim (pi.) 
ay in ha-ra 

ba’al t’shuva /ba’alei t’shuva 

(Pi.) 

bachur 

chozer / chozrei bet’shuva (pi.) 
Chassidim 


chug/chugim (pi.) 
dati/dati’im (pi.) 
Degel Hatorah 


( Agudas Yisroel in its followers’ Yiddish 
pronunciation) Historically the polit- 
ical organ of European Orthodox Juda- 
ism founded in 1912; today an Israeli 
political party, but under other names 
since 1988. 

Jews of European descent and culture 
and, by extension, the music, rituals and 
culture of European Judaism. 

Devout persons; full-time yeshiva stu- 
dents. 

The evil eye. 

A ‘returnee’, a secularised Jew who has 
turned to religious observance. 

‘Young man’ Often used to refer to 
yeshiva students. 

Same as ba’al t’shuva and hozer bet’shuva. 
Ultra-Orthodox Jews who follow in the 
more mystical tradition of a movement 
which arose in Eastern Europe in the 
late eighteenth century and whose reli- 
giosity lays more emphasis on bodily 
religious expressions than the ‘Lithua- 
nians’. Chassidim usually recognise the 
authority of a single, dynastic Rebbe, 
and Chassidic sects are in principle en- 
dogamous, though not dogmatically so. 
Discussion group(s) (lit. circle). 
Religious, or devout person. 

Israeli political party representing the 
ultra-Orthodox community, which emer- 


x 


Glossary 


xi 


emouna 

gemach 


Gemara 

goy/goyim (pi.) 
Halakha 


haredi/haredim (pi.) 


Haskalah 


hillula 

hiloni/hilonim (pi.) 
hozer beshe’ela 


hozer bet’shuva/ hozrim 
bet’shuva (pi.) 


ged in 1988 from a split within Agudat 
Yisrael, with which it later came to 
work jointly. 

Trust in God, or faith. 

A charitable body, sometimes a purcha- 
sing co-operative, a rotating credit fund 
or simply a very low cost local, volun- 
tary supplier of goods and services. An 
acronym of the Hebrew Gemilut Hasa- 
dim (acts of kindness), 
see Mishnah. 

Literally nation, by extension non-Jews 
or gentiles. 

The legal corpus of Rabbinic writings 
relating to daily life, viz. running of the 
home, marriage etc. 

Literally those who tremble (before 
God); generic term referring to ultra- 
Orthodox Jews, including Chassidim, 
‘Lithuanians’ and others, to be distin- 
guished from Orthodox, or what are 
now called ‘modern Orthodox’. 

The Jewish Enlightenment, an intel- 
lectual movement which propounded 
engagement with modernity and the 
Enlightenment of late eighteenth-cen- 
tury and nineteenth-century Europe, 
provoking much Rabbinic hostility but 
also giving rise to Reform Judaism, which 
is less stringent than the Orthodox ver- 
sion. Its most prominent early represen- 
tative was Moses Mendelssohn. 
Pilgrimage (see also mimouna). 
Secularised person(s). 

A term used in the secular world to de- 
scribe those who return with a question, 
i.e. who abandon religious observance. 
Literally to return with an answer; a ‘re- 
turnee’, One who is returning or has 
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Kabbala 


kibbutz 


Knesset 

kollel/kollelim (pi.) 

kosher (abstract noun: 
kashrut) 


Glossary 

returned to religious observance. Syn- 
onymous with ba’al t’shuva. 

Literally ‘ track tion\ Corpus of mystical 
writing originating in twelfth-century 
Provence, which later found followers 
in Spain, leading to the compilation of 
the Zohar* For the purposes of this 
book the Kabbala s extremely esoteric 
character should be stressed as well as 
the protection of that character, the 
exclusion of all but a select elite from 
detailed contact with the Kabbalistic 
tradition and the attribution of special 
powers to those well versed in the 
Kabbala. 

A collective unit of (usually agricul- 
tural) production, managed collectively 
but not owned by the members (i.e. 
not alienable). For the purposes of this 
study the kibbutz symbolises the vision 
and achievement of the pioneering 
generations of mainly European Zion- 
ists, who ran kibbutzim on the basis of 
secularist and egalitarian collectivism 
(Dieckhoff, 2003). 

The Israeli Parliament 
Centres of Torah learning attended by 
married men, often on a daily and (in 
Israel) even full time basis. 

Food which conforms to laws of ritual 
cleanliness as interpreted and certified 
by Rabbinic authorities. This applies 
not only to meat and is extended in dif- 
ferent ways by different Rabbinic autho- 
rities depending on the breadth of their 
interpretation of the concept of con- 
tamination. Thus in Israel, although 
there is a state-supported kashrut cer- 
tification authority under the Chief 


Glossary 


lashon hara 
Likud 


Lithuanians 


MAPAI 


MAPAM 


masorati 


mezuzah 


xiii 

rabbinate, some sects or communities 
prefer to follow certification by their 
own authorities. 

Gossip, lit. the evil tongue (cf. ra — evil) 
The right-wing political party which 
first came to power under Menachem 
Begin in 1977 and in 2005 was headed 
by Ariel Sharon. 

A name reserved in principle for peo- 
ple trained in yeshivas who follow the 
Lithuanian method of study as devel- 
oped by the Gaon of Vilna (1720-97). 
In practice the word refers to non- 
Chassidic ultra-Orthodox Jews. Lithu- 
anians are also developing certain sect- 
like features, notably endogamy. 

The Israeli Labour Party led by David 
Ben-Gurion, formed in 1930. Led all 
governments, as MAPAI and later as 
Labour, till 1977 and remains the em- 
blematic representation of Zionist social 
democracy. 

The more left-wing party of Israeli 
Social Democracy, which governed 
together with MAPAI as junior partner, 
but eventually divided and merged into 
other parties. 

‘Traditional’. Used in Israel to refer to 
people, especially Sephardim, who are 
not strictly observant but are respectful 
of the customs of their parents and 
grandparents. In the United States, in 
contrast, masorati or masorti refers to 
‘Conservative’ synagogues, equivalent 
to what in the UK is called ‘Reform’. 
A small case fastened to a doorpost 
containing a tiny scroll on which the 
prayer ‘Hear O Israel, the Lord our 
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Glossary 


mikveh 


Mimouna 


minhag/minhagim (pi.) 
Mishnah 


mitchazek/ mitchazekim 

(pi-) 

mitnaged/mitnagdim (pi.) 


mitzvah/mitzvot (pi.) 
Mizrachim 


mohel 

moshav 


God, the Lord is One’ (the Shema , Deu- 
teronomy, 6:4) is inscribed. Found in 
many Jewish houses and institutions, 
not only those belonging to the ultra- 
Orthodox, and ubiquitous in Israel. 
Ritual bath used by observant Jew- 
ish women to purify themselves after 
menstruation. 

A festivity, celebrated in Israel by North 
African Jews, that takes place at the end 
of the Passover. 

Customs, as distinct from laws. 

The corpus of Rabbinic teaching com- 
piled at the end of the second and 
beginning of the third century BCE. 
The Babylonian Talmud and the Pales- 
tinian Talmud are commentaries on 
the Mishnah, the whole forming the 
Gemara.* 

Those who are ‘strengthening in their 
religious observance. 

Literally ‘opponents’: those who ‘op- 
posed’ the Chassidic movement when 
it developed in Eastern Europe in the 
late eighteenth century. 

A commandment, or pious deed. 
Eastern or Oriental Jews, from miz- 
rach — the East. In Israel the word is 
used more or less interchangeably with 
Sephardim, though the persons to whom 
it refers seem to prefer the latter. 
Another formula is edot hamizrach or 
‘peoples of the East’. 

Man qualified by religious authorities 
to perform circumcision. 

Agricultural co-operative and settlement 
whose members own their land and 
cultivate it individually. For the pur- 
poses of this study the moshav is asso- 


Glossary 


xv 


musar 


Rabbanit 

Rebbe 

sabra 


Sephardi(m) 


shadchan 

Shasnik 

shtetl 

Shulchan Aruch 


ciated more with immigrants from 
North Africa, in contrast to the 
kibbutz. 

Literally ‘instruction’ or ‘reproof’. The 
musar movement , which developed in the 
yeshivas of nineteenth-century Lithu- 
ania, represents an approach to study in 
which the development of the inner 
self through introspection is a necessary 
complement to textual study.'*' 

Wife of a Rabbi (Yiddish Rebbitzen). 
Yiddish version of ‘Rabbi’, used specif- 
ically to refer to the leaders of Chassi- 
dic sects. 

Literally a prickly pear; used to de- 
scribe Israeli-born Jews, the phrase was 
widely used in the early days of the 
state when most of the population were 
foreign born, but it is now heard less 
often. 

Literally ‘Spanish’, in reference to the 
Jews expelled from Spain in and after 
1492. Their descendants settled mostly 
on the northern shores of the Mediter- 
ranean and in what is now Northern 
Morocco, but today the term is used to 
refer to Jews of the Mediterranean 
basin as a whole and also to those from 
the Middle East (but not from Yemen or 
Ethiopia). 

Marriage broker, from shiddouch , an 
arranged commitment to be married. 
Follower or adept of Shas, cf. ‘beatnik’, 
‘peacenik’ etc. 

Yiddish word denoting Jewish villages 
or communities in pre-Holocaust East- 
ern Europe. 

Literally ‘the table laid’. Title of the sys- 
tematisation of the laws of daily life 
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smolanim 

Talmud 

tefilin 


tinokot shenishbu 
Torah 


t’shuva 

tzaddik 


tzedaka 

tzitzit 


yeshiva/yeshivot (pi.) 


Glossary 

compiled by Joseph Karo (1488-1575) 
in Tsfat (Safed).* 

Leftists (from smol — left), 
see Mishnah. 

Leather binding laid over the right arm 
and round the forehead during week- 
day morning services, (cf. Deutero- 
nomy 6:8). Tefilin are conventionally 
rendered in English as 'phylacteries’, as 
in Matthew 23:5, from the Greek 
‘phylacterion’ meaning ‘to protect’. 
This implicit allusion to tefilin as 
devices to ward off evil spirits is not 
found in Deuteronomy. 

Imprisoned babies (Jewish children born 
into a secular, non-observant family). 
Strictly, the Five Books of Moses or 
Pentateuch; in daily parlance among 
haredim , the corpus of Jewish law and 
Rabbinic works, and even more gen- 
erally the study of Jewish law and 
wisdom, or simply, the law. 

Repentance, or return, or an answer. 

A pious or righteous person, a saint in 
the eyes of popular tradition; a Chassi- 
dic Rabbinic leader. 

Charity (from the adjective tzaddik). 
Fringes. White tassels on the edge of the 
prayer shawl ( tallit ) (Numbers 15:38). 
Observant men permanendy wear a 
vest with tzitzit , and ultra-Orthodox 
Jews often wear it so the fringes show 
outside their clothes, as do many on the 
more uncompromising wing of Israeli 
nationalism, notably West Bank settlers. 
Centre of Torah learning, attended by 
young unmarried men. The word is 
also used to refer generally to the ‘world 
of Torah learning’. 


yetzer ha-ra 
Yiddish 


Yishuv 


Glossary xvii 

The ‘drive to evil’ or ‘instinct for evil’. 
The version of German spoken by East 
European (but not German) Jews and 
written in Hebrew characters. Yiddish 
has been revived as the language of 
everyday life by Chassidic sects and also 
in Lithuanian circles. The structure and 
core vocabulary of Yiddish is German, 
but it contains innumerable Hebrew 
words, while Yiddish words permeate 
Israeli Hebrew. 

Literally settlement. The period and 
institutions of Jewish settlement in Pal- 
estine before the founding of the state 
of Israel. 


See, Jacobs, Louis, 1995, The Jewish Religion: a Companion, Oxford University 
Press. 
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INTRODUCTION 

SCOPE AND PURPOSE 

This book is about Israel, about Judaism and about contemporary 
religion. Its purpose is both descriptive and analytic. As a case study, 
it shows there is much in common between certain trends in Juda- 
ism and broader trends in world religion, but it also aims to elucidate 
Israeli Jewish society, especially its many cross-cutting ethnic and 
religious frontiers, the very distinctive patterns of political mobili- 
sation which proliferate around them, and the changes which are 
coming about in contemporary Judaism as a consequence of the 
t’shuva movement of ‘return’ to strict observance. 

The focus for these themes is Shas, a political party and social 
movement which has by common consent been a highly unsettling 
intruder in Israel’s cultural firmament and in the Israeli political 
system since it entered the Knesset in 1984, sharpening the tense 
interaction between ethnic and religious forces in Israeli society. The 
party carries a banner for Israel’s Sephardi Jews, who constitute 
almost half of the Jewish population, and whose underprivileged 
position is widely recognised. But our interest is in the many ironies 
embedded in the relationship between Shas and the rest of Israeli 
society. First, this is not a routine party of social protest: rather than 
demanding expanded welfare programmes, civil rights, and social 
democratic reforms, its leaders, who come from the yeshiva world, 
have harnessed their grievances to the cause of religious renewal, 
principally for Sephardim but also for Israel as a whole. Furthermore, 
although the renewal they proclaim is described as a return to the 
past glories of Sephardi Judaism, the content of the observance and 
religious study they promote is overwhelmingly Ashkenazi. This is 
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highly counterintuitive when set against the background of cen- 
turies of disconnection between the Jewish worlds of Europe, North 
Africa and the Middle East, and also of the sometimes furious 
rhetoric of Shas leaders against both the Ashkenazi Rabbinic elite 
and the equally Ashkenazi Israeli secular elite. While they denounce 
the patronising treatment they have suffered at the hands of the 
former, they symmetrically accuse the latter of having subjected 
North African immigrants to a ruthless process of acculturation in 
the early decades of the Jewish state. 

The case is also of interest in contemporary social science because 
it allows us to trace in unusual detail the interweavings of religious 
and ethnic frontiers and their oscillation between thickness and 
porousness: ethnic and religious markers can be very thick, very 
visible, yet they can be shifted to either include or exclude people 
with remarkable agility. Israel presents a paradox, for while ethnic 
and ethno-religious categories abound in daily speech, as if they 
were ready-made and self-evident, there are also numerous instances 
of the redrawing of those categories — as for example in the con- 
struction of the idea of the Sephardi itself, which stricdy speaking 
refers to the Judaism of Spanish Jews and their Northern Mediter- 
ranean descendants, and yet has now come to be used in reference to 
Jews from the whole of North Africa and the Middle East, as well as 
from Greece, Turkey and so on, though not from Yemen. 

Aside from ethnicity and religion there is of course politics. The 
mode of Shas s intrusion into Israeli politics is of interest also because 
it raises questions about corporatism and liberal democracy. Con- 
ventional wisdom nowadays teaches that the inclusion of the ex- 
cluded proceeds by a combination of mobilisation of pressure groups 
from below and reform from above: the reform from above is meant 
to be universalistic and impartial, whether it veers towards the 
bureaucratic allocations of the social democratic welfare state or the 
market-driven incentives of neo-liberal approaches to welfare. Israel, 
however, which we would describe as a democracy, though not a 
liberal democracy, follows different rules: Shas has shown that an 
outside force can break into the system by establishing bridgeheads 
in the state system and exploiting them in ways that are anything but 
universalistic. The results may be hard to detect in social indicators, 
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but in terms of political influence and visibility they have been 
impressive. This observation has in turn led us to a reflection on 
Israel’s ‘society of enclaves’ and its corporatist politics which is essen- 
tial if we are to understand how the Shas phenomenon developed. 

The Shas phenomenon also links in to certain trends in Judaism 
worldwide, notably the t’shuva movement of return to religion. Pio- 
neered in the early postwar period by the Lubavitch Chassidim, also 
known as Chabad, t’shuva is now an established feature of Jewish 
life which is reshaping the culture and institutions of Judaism. The 
organisation and propagation of t’shuva takes many forms and both 
the message and the experience of the returnees themselves vary 
widely, but, as we shall explain, variety makes a movement strong. 
T’shuva is also to some extent related to the growth of messianic 
nationalism in Israel, though that subject is not dealt with directly 
here. 

The questions raised by this subject are by no means peculiar to 
Israel or to Judaism. Indeed one of the purposes of this book is to 
take a cosmopolitan view of its subject and place it in the framework 
of worldwide religious change within which t’shuva is just one ex- 
ample of the conversion-based movements that are reshaping relig- 
ion everywhere, including evangelical Christianity, Pentecostalism 
and Islamic renewal. That this research comes after previous work on 
Latin American Catholicism and Pentecostalism is no accident. 

Religious change arises from religious movements, so we have 
approached our subject matter as a multi-levelled and multi-faceted 
social movement, which we analyse in what we call an ‘epidemio- 
logical’ framework. In a country with such a short history using struc- 
tural explanations without begging questions about agency is not 
easy, and we have been repeatedly impressed by the state of per- 
manent mobilisation which seems to characterise so much of Israeli 
life: this mobilisation takes advantage of the most diverse opportu- 
nities, so that a theory of social movements which relies on hierarchy 
and organisational models is much less helpful than one which allows 
for an openness to initiative from below. Again, this is not peculiar to 
Israel or to Judaism: indeed, it has been seen and studied in the 
mobilisation of evangelicals in Latin America and elsewhere. Once 
again, the comparative dimension of this study and the similarities 
between the reshaping of Judaism and the reshaping of religion 
worldwide come to the fore. 
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ISRAEL AS A SOCIETY OF ENCLAVES 

The author of one of the classic texts of political science (Sartori, 
1976), after failing to fit Israel into his elaborate typology of party 
systems, begins his few pages on the country as follows: ‘Israel is a 
most baffling case — and this quite apart from the fact that it is a 
microcosm of all the conceivable complexities’ (ibid.: 151), and con- 
cludes despairingly by describing the country as ‘definitely a case by 
itself to be understood as such’ (ibid.: 155). Sartori s problem is that 
Israel’s politics cannot be categorised either as a polarised two-party 
system or as a centripetal multi-party system. However, this is only 
the beginning, for the difficulty of fitting Israel into a standard 
category of political institutions goes beyond the party system: the 
political culture and political practices range from the sectarian and 
corporatist to the ultra-liberal and impersonal; its welfare benefits 
system, for example, has features of a classic social democratic arrange- 
ment and others which are highly particularistic; it has a single 
judicial system for public law, but for private law has separate systems 
for three religions, so that lawful marriage, for example, can on 
occasion be a very complicated business. Above all, Israel remains a 
society in which fundamental disagreements simmer, notably but by 
no means exclusively, over the relationship between religion and the 
secular state, and implicitly over the extent to which modern im- 
personal institutions can prevail over the very different concepts of 
authority and legitimacy prevalent in the ultra- Orthodox and ultra- 
Nationalist communities (which to some extent of course overlap, 
though only to some extent). When the Israeli Arabs (one sixth of 
the population and growing fast) are brought into the picture the 
polarisation becomes further accentuated and complicated. Although 
we do not deal with the Arab population at all, our analysis is enough 
to illustrate how the tension between modern democratic practices 
and the ethno-religious definition of the state itself continues to 
haunt the land, to the point where some authors describe the 
country as an ethnic democracy, while others speak, perhaps tenden- 
tiously, of an ‘ethnocracy’ (Yiftachel, 1998). 

A text such as this one, which focuses on religion and on social 
movements in Israel, will inevitably emphasise the less liberal and 
more corporatist aspects of the Israeli state, whereas one which focu- 
sed on, say, monetary policy or higher education, or on the judicial 
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system, would show a more impersonal and liberal face. The word 
corporatist is used to refer to groups, often corporate bodies, so 
entrenched within the state that they manage institutions of interest 
to themselves, either directly — as when, say, the pineapple growers 
manage the pineapple subsidy regime — or indirectly — as when they 
are in close and maybe unseemly touch with the officials allocating 
the scarce and also subsidised credit for pineapple growers. We derive 
our use of the term from the literature on Latin America where until, 
and even since, neo-liberal economic policies began to take hold, 
business interests have taken a formal and often controlling part in 
the management of state agencies (Schmitter, 1974; O’Donnell, 
1977). The term was used with reference to European politics for 
a certain period to describe the involvement of economic interest 
groups in policy-making and government-sponsored (‘concerted’) 
collective bargaining (Molina and Rhodes, 2002), but the Latin 
American example is more appropriate for Israel because of the con- 
notation that to some degree corporatism allows fiefdoms to exist 
within the state but largely beyond the control of central govern- 
ment, and also because of the shared history of protectionist eco- 
nomic policies known as ‘import substitution’. The word fiefdoms 
also denotes the effects of class structure, whereby representation of 
corporate interests is monopolised by particular groups, and is not a 
product of an impersonal, let alone transparent, procedure. (Thus in 
our notional example, the pineapple growers’ representatives would 
tend to be the owners of the biggest pineapple plantations.) 

So just as Sartori had trouble with the party system, we have 
trouble reconciling a system which combines both modern bureau- 
cratic institutions, and an often (but not always) fiercely independent 
judiciary, with the capture of certain institutions by civil society 
interest groups. The political science literature on Israel has used the 
term consociationalism to describe ‘arrangements which conferred 
partial autonomy on political movement “enclaves’” (Horowitz and 
Lissak, 1987: 152): ‘In this model, social enclaves tend to form 
around movements which act as secondary centers that mobilize and 
allocate resources and commitments, receiving continuity through 
socialization and indoctrination’ (ibid.: 28). These arrangements had 
developed during the mandate under the Yishuv, the inter- war 
period when Jewish self-government was effective and operative but 
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not institutionalised as a state: as used by Horowitz and Lissak, con- 
sociationalism refers to the existence of a ‘political-communal cen- 
tre’ (ibid.: 151) and to the prominent role of political parties with 
strong ideological commitments in running education, housing, 
culture, even sports. Horowitz and Lissak speak of a ‘far-reaching 
politicization of all spheres of life’ during that period (ibid.), and it is 
easy to forget the dominance at that time of socialist ideology and 
highly centralised party organisation. Subsequently, after 1947, the 
trade union movement (Histadrut) became a vast apparatus which 
both owned many industries (today mostly privatised) and at the 
same time represented the workers in a fairly classic European-style 
corporatist system, while the welfare state became a more conven- 
tional social-democratic operation, and secular education, previously 
controlled by different political forces, was unified under the Min- 
istry of Education. 

In the classic account of consociational democracy the state may 
support and accept communally specific educational systems or mar- 
riage arrangements, for example, and at the extreme may reserve 
parliamentary seats for one or another community or even — as in 
Lebanon before the country fell into civil war — reserve certain posts 
for members of one or another community (Lijphardt, 1969). In 
Israel some of this communal pattern exists, as in the haredi educa- 
tional system and in the separate religious courts with jurisdiction 
over personal status laws. But Israel has also exhibited party or move- 
ment monopolies over certain institutions, in the kibbutzim, and 
today in Shas’s separate school system, and there is room for opening 
up quite wide-ranging de facto prerogatives, as in the West Bank set- 
tlements since 1977. 

Beyond corporatism or consociationalism, the notion of enclaves 
encompasses all these practices, and others, very conveniently, because 
of the connotation of frontier and boundary maintenance which is a 
pervasive feature of Israeli life. For example, the Israeli concept of a 
Cabinet seat is unique: to our knowledge, in no other country are 
Cabinet votes announced publicly, nor do Ministers campaign against 
Prime Ministerial policies they disagree with. Ministers, in certain 
respects, seem to treat their Ministries as quasi-fiefdoms protected by 
the Knesset members of their party in an eventual vote of con- 
fidence. During Ehud Baraks government the Shas party, for 
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example, held several high-spending Ministries, but despite their 
open disagreement with Barak’s foreign policy, only resigned briefly 
in a sort of muscle-flexing gesture: later they returned because of the 
need to retain access to the government budget for their educational 
and promotional activities. Ministers also habitually use their Min- 
istries for partisan purposes — as in the admittedly extreme case of 
the Minister of Tourism Effi Eitam, sacked for his aggressive cam- 
paigning against the Sharon government’s foreign policy in 2004, or 
Sharon himself, who as Minister of Agriculture in previous gov- 
ernments devoted himself little to agriculture, but much to encour- 
aging and funding West Bank settlement. Other ministers who 
opposed Sharon s foreign policy in 2004, but who had stronger bases 
in Parliament, were not sacked. Apart from Ministerial fiefdoms 
(which may change hands or be redistributed) there are corporatist 
fiefdoms, of which the best known, or most widely denounced, ex- 
amples are the now-defunct Ministry of Religious Affairs which has 
served the interests of the haredi communities almost exclusively, and 
the Ministry of Agriculture, within which a quasi-autonomous Depart- 
ment was created to fund settlements in such a way that it bypassed 
provisions that would have prevented the funding being directed so 
specifically at one set of communities (Ha’aretz, 25 June 1999). 

The Israeli enclave arrangements, though, are not always as ex- 
clusionary as, for example, Latin America’s corporatist systems have 
been. The case of Shas illustrates this point well, raising the question 
of how a political force ‘breaks in’ to a political system. From the 
early 1980s Shas proclaimed itself as the voice of the economically 
and culturally dispossessed Sephardi population, children and grand- 
children of immigrants from North Africa and the Middle East, with 
the added and unaccustomed element of a call to return to strict 
orthodox observance. The party’s success in breaking into a system 
which, according to its own rhetoric, had previously managed to 
exclude or suffocate the Sephardi voice is particularly interesting be- 
cause it was achieved thanks to those very corporatist features which 
one usually assumes to be exclusionary and to favour incumbents 
against newcomers. Although by 2004 Shas was out of power and its 
leadership were behaving somewhat like ‘lost souls’, it nevertheless 
was an established force with eleven out of 120 Knesset members 
(down from the peak of seventeen in the 1999 elections) and a 
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school network all its own, and remained the political face of a vast 
movement of religious renewal reaching far beyond the Sephardim. 
Shas turned the corporatist system in its favour by hard bargaining 
with coalition partners, and in particular by making sure that the 
party obtained its own ‘fiefdoms’ in the form of the school system 
and numerous mechanisms to subsidise Shas-affiliated activities and 
organisations. The question for political theory is whether the party 
and the people for whom it stood could have fought their way into 
the political system with such success if instead of playing the game 
of corporatism and enclaves, it had continued to support Labour as 
the Sephardim had done until 1 977, with meagre and, in the view of 
many, humiliating results. To avoid any hint of triumphalism, how- 
ever, it must also be noted that their successes are in visibility and 
occupancy of the political stage: the material gains, in terms of 
income and life-chances and access to the socio-economic elite, of 
the children and grandchildren of the Sephardi immigrants, remain 
uncertain and unquantified. Furthermore, even if there has been 
advance among this population, the extent to which it is the result of 
Shas’s passage through government would be yet another question. 
The Israeli political system favours those who would adopt Shas s 
approach, that is, using the control of Ministries to consolidate their 
political support through patronage rather than adopting univer- 
salistic welfare state type policies. Of course Israels elaborate welfare 
state is run on a universalistic basis, even though, as in other coun- 
tries, it seems to have done little to prevent the increasing social 
inequality — even within the Jewish population — associated in this 
case with the period of rapid growth post-1967 and the growing 
neo-liberal emphasis of economic policies since 1985. 


Legal expressions of the enclave system 

The division of the territory which is now Israel, and ofjerusalem in 
particular, into enclaves can be traced back to the Ottoman Empire s 
‘millet’ system of tax collection: the point was noted in passing by 
Ernest Gellner in his Muslim Society: ‘in Modern Israel, the legal 
institutions of the Ottoman autonomous community, the “millet” 
system, are kept alive by political stalemate’ (Gellner, 1981:2). Under 
this system the territory was divided among tax-farming overlords, 
and Jerusalem was divided into ‘quarters’. Already at the time of the 
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Crusades the territory was divided among various kingdoms and 
fiefdoms, so the history of parcellised government, of division into 
autonomous and quasi-autonomous units governed according to 
different rules and customs, is very ancient, and also very enduring. 
In that respect, it is perhaps not fundamentally different from other 
former Ottoman possessions in the Middle East and the Balkans. 

The British Mandate itself perpetuated the pattern of communal 
separation and legal distinctiveness by allowing indigenous Arabs, 
immigrant Jews and Europeans, or Muslims, Christians and Jews, to 
run their own affairs in the spheres of family, civil law and education. 
The corporatist arrangements described above, which existed dur- 
ing the Yishuv, with funding from the international Jewish com- 
munity (Swirski, 1999), fitted into this scheme. Among the legacies 
of those successive periods of more or less indirect imperial and 
colonial rule the practice is observed in Israel of allowing a degree of 
juridical autonomy to different religions, especially in the fields of 
family and civil law. This is not unique to Israel, it is also found in 
India, where Muslim and Christian courts operate family law side by 
side with the secular judiciary (Nussbaum, 2000). On the eve of 
Independence in 1947, and then during the 1948 war, Ben Gurion 
and the leaders of the religious community negotiated an agree- 
ment, under which the religious community was allowed certain 
exemptions, such as military service for women and for Torah stu- 
dents, and certain autonomies, notably for their education system. It 
became known as the ‘status quo’ because initially the religious rep- 
resentatives sought a preservation of the arrangements that had pre- 
vailed under the Mandate and the Yishuv, which allowed them 
much autonomy (Friedman, 1995). As a result there is an intricate 
involvement of the state in appointments to both religious bodies 
and to the judiciaries that follow the various religious denomina- 
tions; for example, the Ministry of Justice appoints judges and offi- 
cials of religious councils (a function transferred on abolition of the 
Ministry of Religious Affairs in 2003), but allows different degrees 
of autonomy to different religious communities, so that inevitably 
Muslims are much more dependent than the Christians (Eisenman, 
1978; Louer, 2003). Eisenman explains the powers of Muslim courts 
but notes that they have difficulty in getting the authorities to en- 
force their decisions. Louer has some ironic points, noting that on 
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occasion a mullah may be glad to have the protection of a state salary 
against the intrigues of his Mosque committee. The ultra- Orthodox 
parties in Israel are able more or less to dictate the membership of 
local Religious Councils, which administer marriage, funerals, kash- 
rut and the like, and employ large numbers of officials for the pur- 
pose, although certain municipalities, amid much controversy, recently 
began to flex their muscles by appointing women and non-ultra- 
Orthodox Rabbis (as a result the Jerusalem Religious Council did 
not meet for two years, see Jerusalem Post, 19 March 2004). 


Education and enclaves 

Education is at the heart of Israels enclave pattern: the state funds 
not only different streams with different curricula, but also different 
sets of institutions which operate under different inspection regimes, 
different accountability regimes, and different resource allocation 
mechanisms. Thus, in addition to the State Secular system, which 
takes the majority of pupils, there are separate educational insti- 
tutions for the State Religious, for the Arab and Druze populations, 
for the ultra-Orthodox in general, and since 1988 a separate ultra- 
Orthodox network under the aegis of Shas. Those for the ultra- 
Orthodox and Shas are not directly managed by the state. Hence the 
delicate formula ‘Non-official recognised education’, reflecting the 
fact that they are funded by the state but the state has limited control 
over the education they offer. For example, the ultra-Orthodox and 
Shas networks appoint their own inspectors. Until 2003, towards the 
end of the first Sharon government, when the Attorney General put 
an end to the practice, the yeshivas for under- 18 year old pupils run 
by Agudat Yisrael and Shas were receiving additional funds (‘double 
funding’ in the Attorney Generals words) from the Ministry of 
Religious Affairs, which was held by a Shas Minister. 

The State Secular system is direcdy funded and managed by the 
Ministry of Education which also pays the teachers. The ‘State Reli- 
gious’ (Hinuch mamlachti dati) system, however, was developed under 
the close eye of the National Religious Party and continues to be 
influenced by it. It is managed by a separate department within the 
Ministry but its teachers are also directly paid by the state and are 
subject to a similar but separate inspection regime. Religion has a far 
greater place in their schools’ curriculum, but they teach all standard 
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secular subjects and prepare their secondary students for the bagrut 
examination which is the stepping stone to university. However, the 
distinction between State Secular and State Religious Schools, and 
the lower likelihood that students from the latter will proceed to 
university, seems to be social and socio-cultural as much as cur- 
riculum-related: the latter’s intake comes from lower income strata, 
who also happen to include proportionately more pupils of North 
African and Middles Eastern origin. Nevertheless, the State 
Religious System also has some prestigious high-achieving schools. 
There are also a small number of non-religious, non-official recog- 
nised schools devoted, for example, to progressive models of education. 

Crudely stated, the State Secular system remains dominant, with 
66 per cent of primary and 70 per cent of secondary pupils in 1998/99. 
However, the ultra-Orthodox increased their share of pupils from 
6 per cent to 14 per cent of primary pupils and from 6 per cent to 
11 per cent of secondary pupils in the 1978/79 to 1998/99 period 
(Statistical Abstract of Israel , 1999, Table 22.16), and according to 
Ha’aretz (26 August 2004), quoting Central Bureau of Statistics 
figures, the proportion of Jewish elementary school children in 
ultra-Orthodox schools reached 23.6 per cent in 2002. This reflects 
the general expansion of haredi numbers and influence, and not only 
the emergence of the Shas network. 

Within these institutions there are of course innumerable further 
non-legislated differences related to location, social class and so on, 
but the institutional differentiation itself sets pupils on radically dif- 
ferent life-courses, especially when the ultra-Orthodox and Shas 
school systems are compared to the other two systems aimed at the 
Jewish population. Since the haredi ethos rejects the social life of the 
university and also the academic criteria of scholarship that prevail in 
university education, these institutions do not offer secular studies of 
the kind that would enable pupils to go on to university. The charac- 
teristic education of haredi children offers a minimum of secular 
subjects, and only until the age of fourteen, with very little science 
or foreign languages. Some teaching of religious subjects is in a com- 
bination of Hebrew and Yiddish (save in Shas schools). After they 
have left school these students will be confined to making their 
living within the ultra-Orthodox society/ enclave. Indeed, there 
have been efforts to retrain haredim for non-religious occupations, 
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but reports in 2004 were that it was very difficult to achieve results 
since the trainees had never been exposed to learning with the 
purpose of acquiring skills: the yeshiva life is a life of study as an end 
in itself. 

This issue of a state-funded education system that does not pro- 
vide its pupils with what are widely regarded as the basic skills 
needed for life in a modern society has been the subject of legis- 
lation and court cases. There is a core curriculum which is in prin- 
ciple obligatory for all schools: since 2001 these ‘non-recognised’ but 
funded schools have been obliged to teach 55 per cent of that cur- 
riculum. By 2004 the implementation of this provision had still not 
begun and, in response to a petition from the Association of Sec- 
ondary School Teachers, the Supreme Court gave the government 
three years to negotiate a transition with the schools. Whether this 
will actually take place is another matter, but the prestigious Rabbi 
Shalom Elyashiv declared that no part of the programme should be 
allowed into the schools (Jerusalem Post , 16 December 2004). The 
Ministry, it seems, was not relishing the confrontation, even if it 
talked of negotiation, while even a seasoned ‘broker’ who often acts 
as an intermediary in these sorts of situations, said that the state was 
looking for a conflict, and could have achieved all these aims so long 
as it had not mentioned the provocative words ‘core curriculum’. 

This unusual differentiation, under which the state funds schools 
with different philosophies, different funding regimes and different 
conceptions of the purposes of education, dates back to the early 
days of the Zionist movement in Europe and its implantation in Pal- 
estine, when Agudat Yisrael was, as it still is, a powerful voice of 
religious Judaism and strongly opposed to the secularist and mod- 
ernising ethos of the Zionist movement (Swirski, 1999). The details, 
which can be found in Swirski and in Horowitz and Lissak, are of 
less concern here than the pattern, whereby the education of chil- 
dren is entrusted not only to a state education system with standard 
modern academic objectives catering to the majority of the Jewish 
population, but also to an ideological religious movement — Agudat 
Yisroel — a particular political party — the National Religious Party — 
and now to another political party, namely Shas. However, the Shas 
education network is much more political than the State Religious 
system, since the latter is fully incorporated within the state and 
subject to civil service procedures and Ministry inspection, so its 
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ideological thrust is less exposed to view. A further element is the 
Yeshivot Hesder, which have developed into elite yeshiva insti- 
tutions catering for the 14—23 age group, offering both academic 
and Talmudic study for young religious men intending to do mili- 
tary service (Eisenstadt, 1985: 259). Shas, as we shall see, has focused 
on religious content, but even here there is some variation. 


The enclave pattern of construction and settlement 

Israeli land and housing markets bear no resemblance to a free 
market, nor to the variously regulated, subsidised and controlled land 
markets which operate in Western Europe and North America, nor 
even to the unregulated (or ill-regulated) but imperfect markets of 
Latin America. This distinctiveness is grounded legally in the fact 
that the land is owned by the state, and it is reinforced by the political 
nature of construction, which in the early years of the state was 
driven by the imperative of occupying the territory, and which even 
now is very often a highly political matter, independently of the 
issue of the West Bank settlements. For urban territory and neigh- 
bourhoods to acquire a degree of ethnic, class or communal homo- 
geneity — encapsulated in expressions such as ‘ghetto’ and ‘gated 
community’ — is by no means unusual in any country, but in Israel 
the process of occupation and control of the territory is distin- 
guished by explicit and purposive political mobilisation and by 
arguments adducing the desirability on religious grounds both of 
certain groups living together, and of other groups living elsewhere 
(because their way of life is offensive to the religious, for example). 
To this is added the mobilisation of support within the state ap- 
paratus, which controls subsidies, permits and even design. The most 
visible examples are those areas in and around Jerusalem and else- 
where (most notably the de facto haredi town of Bnei Brak, but also 
in Ashkelon, Ashdod, in some West Bank settlements and in newly 
built dedicated haredi towns dotted around the country) which are 
more or less 100 per cent occupied by people leading a highly ob- 
servant lifestyle. These have increased as the ultra- Orthodox popu- 
lation has expanded in numbers and political leverage. In Jerusalem, 
where the area of stricdy observant communities was once known 
as Me’a Shearim, after one single street, the areas dominated by the 
wearing of distinctive dress and meticulous observance of the 
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Sabbath extended first into adjacent neighbourhoods and then into 
the post- 1967 areas of the city. These consist of rapidly built and to 
some extent uniform housing complexes made up of three and four 
storey blocks all faced in standard rugged carved blocks of yellow- 
white Jerusalem stone (in compliance with a famous regulation 
enacted under the Mandate). The post- 1967 expansion has divided 
the city broadly between ‘black’ — or ultra-Orthodox — areas to the 
north and the more secular to the south, added to previous terri- 
torial differentiation between Sephardim and Ashkenazim, and 
between income groups (Sasson, 1993). The central area of strict 
observance which spread out from Me’a Shearim is barred — fol- 
lowing much political mobilisation — to all traffic during the Sab- 
bath, contains innumerable synagogues and yeshivas, large and small, 
majestic and dingy, and is characterised by small shops and artesanal 
outlets that sell devotional and Rabbinic literature and religious par- 
aphernalia, kosher food and kosher clothing (made with unmixed 
cloth), and also provide in-demand services, including the provision 
of food, tailoring, cleaning and the repair of push-chairs. It is 
‘another world’, near to another ‘other world’ in the Old City, 1 and 
at the centre of a bustling modern city (not least because a multitude 
of bus services connecting far-flung suburbs pass through its narrow 
streets). It is unthinkable for a non-observant person to live here 
openly, though one hears of secretly non-observant haredim. Even 
the public services regard it as something of a no-go area: the streets 
are dirtier than elsewhere, and on one occasion we observed how a 
fire in a video shop was not cleaned up for days, apparently left to 
smoulder by the fire service. (The shop, it should be added, had been 
torched on suspicion of selling pornographic material, and a Rabbi 
had died in the melee.) 

In neighbourhoods built since 1967 the combination of business, 
politics and communal pressure has been very effectively managed 
by various groups, including the ultra-Orthodox: the state allocates 
land for construction, a developer sees an opportunity, and com- 
munity representatives enter into the arrangement with their stipu- 
lations for size of houses, numbers of rooms, design of kitchens, 
public religious buildings (synagogues, ritual baths and the like) and 

1 Itself divided into enclaves as a result of the establishment of nationalist and ultra- 
Orthodox strongholds within the Arab Quarter. 
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a ready-made list of purchasers for the entire project. Mortgage and 
other finance may also come directly or indirectly from the govern- 
ment. In addition, where religious observance is at issue, subsequent 
sale and purchase is governed by a committee, operating under the 
legislation governing NGOs, which ensures that apartments are only 
bought by suitable people. The Council of Torah Sages — the Rab- 
binical authority which governs the haredi world — plans housing 
projects in haredi areas which, whatever the private or public agents 
and authorities may say, cannot proceed without their permission, 
including design approval, to the extent that they held up the haredi 
area for eight years in Bet Shemesh, an expanding town near Jeru- 
salem to which we shall return. In mid-2000 rumours had been cir- 
culating according to which ultra-Orthodox people would move 
into particular neighbourhoods, as a result of which prices went 
down and certain types of potential inhabitants were discouraged 
from moving there. Bet Shemesh itself is a striking illustration of the 
enclave system, and not only because of the presence of haredim : the 
town is built on a large hill, the prosperity of the inhabitants rising 
towards the top: around the small central shopping area live Ethi- 
opians and Sephardim; the Russians live in newly constructed 
housing a litde below. Not far from them is the large, also newly 
constructed, haredi neighbourhood, and at the top of the hill the 
‘Anglos’ — mostly ‘modern Orthodox’ immigrants from the English- 
speaking diaspora. 

An instance of the financing of these schemes can be found in a 
case which reached the High Court in 2000. A suit had been brought 
by the Am Chofshi (A Free People) NGO, a secularist pressure group 
represented by Yossi Paritzki, subsequendy a short-lived Minister for 
the militantly secularist Shinui party in the 2003 Sharon govern- 
ment. The suit claimed it was illegal for the State, through the Depart- 
ment of Building and Residence, to provide more advantageous 
mortgages to the ‘ultra-Orthodox town of Elad’ than to purchasers 
of houses in neighbouring communities. The complaint was upheld 
with respect to the preferential mortgages, but significandy the 
Court said ‘there was no legal problem with establishing a Haredi 
settlement’ (Ha’aretz, 31 May 2000). The case shows it has been stand- 
ard practice for the state not only to establish settlements or neigh- 
bourhoods for designated religious groups, but also to provide 
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subsidised housing for them. This reflects, doubtless, the political 
influence of the religious parties and organisations, and recognition 
by the Court and the government of a de facto reality, that in the final 
analysis, ultra-Orthodox residents, when they have reached a critical 
mass, exercise discreet, or sometimes not so discreet, pressure on other 
residents to leave (Friedland and Hecht, 1996). The Supreme Court, 
reviled by ultra-Orthodox spokesmen, who see it at best as secularist 
and at worst as a force for the destruction of Judaism, has frequently 
had to find difficult compromises on cases such as this one and on 
others involving, for example, the de facto exclusion of Israeli Arabs 
from purchase of land or access to mortgages (Shafir and Peled, 
2002), as on numerous other sensitive subjects on the religious/ 
secular, majority/minority or nationalist /liberal borderlines. 

The segregation of ultra-Orthodox communities is further accen- 
tuated by their economic isolation. With the exception of the Ge’ulah 
(next to Me’a Shearim) in the centre of Jerusalem and the main 
street in Bnei Brak, their communities have very few shops and 
more or less no public eating places, the latter because those fre- 
quenting them would ‘inevitably’ risk illicit sexual relations, giving 
rise to the birth of children of uncertain parentage and the like. Hav- 
ing low incomes, or perhaps simply because they prefer it, the ultra- 
Orthodox make extensive use of co-operative shopping schemes 
and elaborate mutual aid arrangements which keep their reliance on 
public retail outlets to a minimum and create a certain degree of 
autarchy. The separateness of these areas, notably Ge’ulah, is accen- 
tuated also by their manifest aesthetic indifference to the quality of 
public, secular space: commercial premises are unkempt and dingy, 
and streets are laden with more rubbish than elsewhere. 

One might say that this is a ‘system’ in which those in compe- 
tition for land make headway by creating facts on the ground. This 
of course was how the State was created. As a result, the Arab popu- 
lation within the 1967 borders are almost invisible, even though they 
number about 1 million, constitute 14 per cent of the country’s pop- 
ulation ( Statistical Abstract of Israel , 1999) and are far more numerous 
than the haredim. They have been de facto confined to their own 
enclaves, in Haifa, in Galilee and in the east in the ‘Triangle’, in 
separate villages with separate occupations and schools and trun- 
cated citizenship rights — most notably their exclusion from military 
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service, and their de facto exclusion from most of the civil service. 
Also, Arab municipalities receive funds according to less advan- 
tageous rules than those applying to all others. They can be thought 
of as an enclave of exclusion, while the more powerful or self-em- 
powered have used enclaves to gain inclusion — access to resources, 
leverage and land — sometimes by legal means and often by creating 
‘facts on the ground’. This is how Gush Emmunim, the settlers’ 
movement, acquired the settlements on the West Bank under way in 
the early 1970s 2 (Sprinzak, 1991), and we shall see how Shas activists 
also implant themselves in urban settings. The pattern is even to 
some extent repeated among the Arab population: Jerusalem plan- 
ners are said to be in despair at their inability — despite one or two 
high-profile evictions — to control the building of illegal or un- 
authorised extensions and houses in East Jerusalem. 

However, the appearance of enclaves is not only the work of ethnic 
or religious or messianic nationalist groups: it is a pattern which has 
caught on and, of its very nature, tends to reproduce itself, so there 
are also neighbourhoods in the cities and sectors in the newly-built 
towns in which one finds only secularised Israelis, or ‘yuppies’ as some 
of them are often described. This is well evoked by an analysis of 
electoral results in 1996 which shows the territorial distribution of 
voting between the globalised, more prosperous, English-speaking 
middle classes, who mostly live on the coastal plane and support the 
‘left’ — at that time in the person of Ehud Barak — and the popular 
classes who live in the interior (Elazar, 1998). Barak won overwhelm- 
ingly in Tel Aviv (two to one), through most of the coastal plane 
and especially in ‘classic upper-middle-class suburban cities’, one of 
which registered a nine to one proportion in favour of Barak, and in 
selected purpose-built suburbs in the interior, including one which 
Elazar describes as for ‘Israeli WASPS’ (White Ashkenazi sabras 3 with 
protectsia or influence). In Jerusalem the secularist parties won 1 1 per 
cent, (the ultra-Orthodox Shas 17 per cent), but beyond that the sec- 
ularist parties won over 10 per cent in only three interior cities. 

Thus the enclaves separate not only the religious from the secular, 
but also what Yiftachel describes as ‘Jewish ethno-classes’, and the 

2 A pattern that goes back to the days of the Yishuv when the territory and the 
boundaries of the future state were far from being established. 

3 See glossary. 
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pattern has been intensified by the establishment of more than 150 
small ex-urban developments’ in which a whole range of mecha- 
nisms’ were ‘devised and implemented ... to erect fairly rigid lines 
of separation between various Jewish ethno-classes’, involving ‘the 
provision of separate and unequal government services (especially in 
education and housing), the development of largely separate eco- 
nomies, the organization of different types of localities in different 
statewide “settlement movements” and the uneven allocation of land 
on a sectoral basis’ (Yiftachel, 1998). Illustrating how the practice of 
selection and exclusion described here is not peculiar to ultra- 
Orthodox communities, Yiftachel states, ‘movement across bound- 
aries has been restricted by allowing most new Jewish settlements to 
screen their residents , leading ‘predictably’ to ‘domination by 
middle class Ashkenazis (ibid.: 11). However, the denomination 
‘ethnocracy’ seems too tendentious, especially when placed in oppo- 
sition to democracy, while the notion of ethno-classes does not suffi- 
ciently reflect the fact that the enclave frontiers can be religious, 
ethnic, or simply related to income or lifestyle, and may also cut 
across one another. These are practices that have arisen in the con- 
text of a modern state with legal institutions and a political system 
which may not satisfy the conditions of a liberal democracy, but 
which is democratic nonetheless, and can be interpreted as products 
more of a hyper-mobilised society than of a coherent politico-legal 
design. 


Social enclaves 

The enclave system can also be thought of as one aspect of the 
ostentatious exhibition and mobilisation of social frontiers which is 
so characteristic of Israeli Jewish society. In this book readers’ atten- 
tion will be drawn to the many boundary-defining devices main- 
tained and produced by haredi Jews to distinguish themselves from 
each other and from the rest of the world. But the concern for 
defining and maintaining boundaries and their signs is by no means 
restricted to them, and is possibly unusually prevalent in Israel. 
Whether or not this is the case, it is important to be aware of the 
ways in which Israelis mark themselves off from one another. Dress is 
the most obvious example amounting almost to a uniform in some 
groups: secular women are careful to calibrate the length of their 


Israel as a society of enclaves 


19 


skirt, because if it only reaches the calf then they might look like a 
dossi — ironic Yiddish slang for a haredi woman. A whole array of 
skullcap ( kippa ) styles has developed to denote different political loy- 
alties: the standard difference between the black velvet kippa, which 
denotes a haredi , and the knitted, coloured, varieties worn by the 
National Religious, who are observant and Zionist unlike the 
haredim , has been amplified and finely graded. The modern Ortho- 
dox do not adopt the ‘black’ dress style, but do wear non- velvet black 
skullcaps, while the settler movement, now dominant in the National 
Religious Party, has developed its own version of what might be 
called 1 haredi fatigues’: dress which is utterly informal and not 
colour-coordinated (unlike the haredi men) , but which exhibits pro- 
truding fringes (tzitzit) and large skulls-caps, while the women on 
the settlements, though dressed in an entirely functional way, have 
adopted the haredi practise of covering their arms, their heads and 
their legs — using headscarves instead of the hats or wigs of their 
urban counterparts. Found at what might be called ‘the other end of 
the spectrum’ is the aggressive secularism of male fashion, with shaved 
heads, large sunglasses and something like an exhibition of the male 
body. 

Although a preference for intra-ethnic socialising is noticeable 
among many groups, it must dilute in the second and third gener- 
ations; nevertheless the Russian community has been less assimilative 
than others and is well known for building up all sorts of enclave 
characteristics: a thriving press; availability of Russian TV; after-school 
classes to teach Russian and to compensate for what is regarded as 
the inferior science teaching in Israeli schools; shops selling imported 
food from Russia; predominantly Russian neighbourhoods. 

These features of everyday practices contribute, together with the 
enclave system and the corporatist features of the political system, to 
a picture of a society in which social boundaries are extremely im- 
portant, even though without systematic international comparison it 
is obviously not possible to state whether they are more important, 
or thicker, than in other countries. At the same time, they are not set 
in stone. Thus already in 1985 Eisenstadt remarked on the high rate 
of intermarriage between Ashkenazim and Sephardim, reaching 
20.4 per cent of all marriages among Jews in 1980 (Eisenstadt, 1985: 
310), and today estimated at almost 30 per cent. The enclaves are 
multi-faceted: they are social, religious and even political, so that the 
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erosion of one does not imply a weakening of the enclave system as 
such. The system should be thought of as the superimposed mobili- 
sation of a variety of markers and ties — economic, political, ethnic, 
cultural, symbolic, phenotypical, even linguistic — in any one case, 
but not the same in all cases. Religion adds to the list not just be- 
cause of coincidences between religious affiliation and these other 
ties, but also because it is in the nature of religion to create bound- 
aries, a subject to which we turn in the next section. 

Although we have alluded to ethnic frontiers (Sephardi, Ashkenazi, 
Russian), we have not mentioned ethnic enclaves. The reason, of 
course, is that although ethnic belonging and origin, expressed in 
terms of geographical origin, pervades Israeli daily speech, it is not 
institutionalised. Furthermore, ethnic terminology in Israel — and 
probably elsewhere and perhaps everywhere — is usually a shorthand 
for a combination of frontiers and markers. The analyst’s task is to 
deconstruct these markers, asking why they become frozen in social 
categories or even institutionalised by a combination of legal, bureau- 
cratic or political mechanisms. Colour or race, as descriptions of 
ethnic belonging, are metaphors or at least shorthand. There is in 
principle no analytical difference between markers and frontiers ex- 
pressed in terms of physiognomy or geographical origin, on the one 
hand, and those expressed in terms of religion, language, income or 
profession on the other. The analytical concerns of social scientists 
focus especially on, first, the interaction of ascription differences 
(gender, geographical origin, phenotype) with those of wealth, status 
and power; and, second, on the idea of cultural markers as repre- 
senting packaged identities’. Although we evidently recognise the 
existence of a politics of identity and of ethnicity, we ourselves have 
great difficulty in using the words as categories of analysis. Ethnic 
affiliations are combinations of markers calling for deconstruction; 
while identity is a word borrowed from psychoanalysis, impossible 
to apply coherently to social processes save in the political sense of 
the rhetoric of identity used to promote particular causes or groups 
(Bayart, 2005) . This is illustrated by our difficulty in deciding whether 
to use the term Sephardi’ or ‘Mizrachi’ in our analysis. 

Strictly ‘Sephardi’ is a religious category which, although it now 
covers a wide array of geographically-rooted liturgical and ritual prac- 
tices (dress, music, Hebrew pronunciation and much besides), is 
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opposed to, but on equal terms with, ‘Ashkenazi’. (Ashkenazi itself 
ranges widely, in terms of ritual, liturgy and geography, across West- 
ern and Eastern Europe.) The word Mizrachi (Eastern) is more 
broadly social in its connotation, but connotes lower social status 
when set against the principally Ashkenazi elites. But people also 
speak of edot hamizrach — peoples or communities of the East — 
reflecting their diversity but not necessarily a lower status. As we 
shall see, people from Iran, Iraq and Egypt have generally fared better 
economically than those from North Africa. Also, the word Ash- 
kenazi has clearly different meanings in different contexts. In a 
secular context it refers to European origin, both East and West. 
Nonetheless it excludes post-1980 immigration from Russia (known 
simply as ‘Russian’, though doubtless having its own internal differ- 
entiation). We have decided to use the word ‘Sephardi’, partly 
because this is what Shas invokes as its religious heritage, and partly 
for the sake of simplicity in a text concerned so centrally with relig- 
ion. Our usage is a pragmatic choice: we do not claim that it is better 
than or preferable to alternatives used by other authors (cf. Shafir and 
Peled, 2002). 


RELIGION AS ETHNICITY 

Religious affiliation is constructed out of boundaries and is sus- 
tained by boundary-maintenance mechanisms which vary in inten- 
sity, but should not be thought of as conceptually different from 
ethnic boundaries. It is not by accident that most religious affiliation 
is — still — inherited, or that the minimum religious observance 
consists of the rituals accompanying birth, marriage and death, nor is 
it by accident that stringency in observance in all the world religions 
focuses on the control of sexuality, especially women’s sexuality. 
These are all mechanisms of intervention in social reproduction, and 
the more closely the religious organisation can control them, the 
more it can ensure its own reproduction and eventually expansion. 

At the ‘soft’ extreme of boundary maintenance we may note the 
availability of the Church of England to conduct rites of passage for 
people who may otherwise never set foot in a church. It is, as Grace 
Davie has noted, a vicarious sort of religious institution, a kind of 
moral or ceremonial guarantor desired by a passive, non-partici- 
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paring and non-contributing support population, whose attitude can 
be described as ‘believing without belonging’ (Davie, 2002). These 
‘unchurched populations’ manifest their ‘latent sense of belonging’ 
mostly by their attitudes, but it is not without significance that, 
insofar as they do manifest their belonging in their actions, it is by 
participation in rites of passage, not, for example, in Good Friday or 
even in Christmas services. Among Jews we find a similar pattern 
with barmitzvahs and weddings. Pascal Boyer describes rituals as, 
among other things, a way of enabling individuals to realise that their 
intuitions about sometimes unfathomable changes — like the loss of 
life in a dead body, or the removal of a woman from sexual avail- 
ability by marriage — are shared by others: ‘attending a wedding may 
well give you the intuition that your relations to the newly-weds 
will now be different, and that this may be the case for other parti- 
cipants too... a ritual may give you a simple representation of why 
these changes are so clearly co-ordinated in all participants since the 
event is itself a salient and mutually manifest reference point’ (Boyer, 
2001: 292). But in addition ‘not performing a ceremony, when 
others do, very often amounts to defecting from social co-operation’ 
(ibid.). It is therefore not surprising that conversion-based move- 
ments multiply rituals, because this is a way of ensuring co-operation 
and preventing defection. 

The proliferation of rituals is also a way of creating boundaries 
between the group and the outside, so it is equally unsurprising that 
in so many contexts religion is hard to disentangle conceptually 
from ethnicity. This is not to suggest that religion necessarily follows 
boundaries of colour, language or territory (though there are of 
course many instances where these boundaries are superimposed) 
but rather that the two operate in similar ways — to keep people in, 
and to keep people out. In fact, one very striking finding of our own 
and others’ research in Latin America has been how in that con- 
tinent religious change seems to have cut across other ethnic bound- 
aries. The surprising success of Protestant sects — fundamentalist and 
Pentecostal — among indigenous groups has been widely noted 
(Gros, 1999; Muratorio, 1980; Rostas, 1999; Vila$a, 2002), often 
changing the content of their cultural practices quite profoundly 
without necessarily weakening the boundaries which keep them 
separate: ‘We face a disjuncture when interpreting the relationship 
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between religious transformation and cultural boundaries. Although 
we take it for granted that large-scale religious changes are inter- 
twined with encounters between cultures ... we find it increasingly 
difficult to conceptualize the word “culture” in this somewhat con- 
cretized sense of superimposed multiple boundaries of language, 
religion, race, politics and so on. So unless we disentangle our notion 
of cultural boundary or cultural interchange we are caught between 
the crudity of assuming that cultural boundaries are superimposed 
on innumerable others (social, economic etc.) and the absurdity of 
denying their existence altogether.’ (Lehmann, 2001:53) In other 
words, we need not be surprised that Protestant preachers, who do 
nothing to hide their contempt for the belief systems of the indi- 
genous peoples to whom they are bringing their message, attract and 
retain more active adepts among indigenous peoples than the much 
more cautious Catholic activists who make valiant attempts to see 
the world through indigenous eyes and emphasise social issues such 
as land rights and multiculturalism. The assumption that indigenous 
people think of their rituals, their magic and their ethnicity as a 
single and undifferentiated whole seems to be mistaken, and we find 
a similar unbundling, a similar bricolage, in the outcomes of cam- 
paigning by Shas and its many affiliates and associates. Conversion 
campaigns depend too much for their success on local initiatives for 
central control over every detail to be feasible: their unity derives 
from affinity rather than hierarchy. 

In the process, the evangelical churches, like Shas, draw new 
boundaries and create a ‘quasi-ethnicity’, thus strengthening the ties 
of dependence of their members and followers. Some of course are 
more dependent and more deeply involved than others, but the link 
between creating dependence and constructing boundaries is clear: 
people are encouraged to attend services very frequently, and some 
do so daily; they are obliged by various techniques to make regular 
subscriptions as well as supplementary donations to their churches. 
They adopt distinctive modes of dress and their lives acquire a dis- 
tinctive rhythm which sets them apart. Having cut many, even all, of 
their previous social ties, their incentive to comply is strong. Thus it 
can be seen why the original title of this research was ‘Crossing 
Frontiers in Israel’. Dynamic religious movements seem to rearrange 
allegiances, recomposing symbolic clusters which we too readily 
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assume to be definitively ‘packaged’. If this bricolage worked in 
Brazil or Africa, why should it not ‘work’ elsewhere? 


THE GROWING PROMINENCE OF 
CONVERSION-BASED RELIGION 

Changing what it means to be religious 

In innumerable contexts across the world, religion itself has changed. 
These contexts straddle wealth and poverty, cut across the standard 
divisions between religious traditions, and cut across political and 
ethnic divides. The transformation goes beyond the routine sense in 
which religion is forever changing, because it is bringing about a 
change at the heart of religious institutions and traditions. The 
change in question is conversion, by which we mean campaigns 
both to bring people in and — equally important — to bring people 
back. Of course, mass conversion itself is a far from new pheno- 
menon: the Spanish empire was defined from its very inception as an 
evangelising undertaking — as was, to a not inconsiderable extent, 
the British Empire in sub-Saharan Africa — and the Pentecostal 
churches whose followers are now a majority of Protestants through- 
out the world have conversion and evangelisation as their defining 
feature. What is new today is the extent to which, following the 
example of, and also competing with, Pentecostalism, the initiative 
has passed to the periphery and to the grass roots, for example in 
Africa with the ‘Ethiopian’ churches (Campbell, 1995) and Zionist 
messianic movements (Sundkler, 1948; Comaroff, 1985) and in Latin 
America with the founding of the Assemblies of God in Brazil in 
1918 (Martin, 1990). The conversion movements of today are anti- 
establishment, transnational and transcultural (Lehmann, 1998), and 
they draw their dynamism from poor and disenfranchised sectors of 
the population and indeed from poor countries. Even in developed 
countries the dynamic comes from diaspora populations (Haar, 1998; 
Hunt and Lightly, 2001), both Muslim and Christian. For Christians, 
including Catholics, and even for Jews, Pentecostalism has provided 
the prime model for many movements outside Protestantism which 
centre their organisation on growth through proselytising activity, 
making every member a missionary, and have also borrowed doc- 
trinal or quasi-doctrinal elements such as belief in the gift of the 
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Spirit and in divine healing (Martin, 1990; Csordas, 1997; Freston, 
2001a; Martin, 2001; Chesnut, 2003). 

Even among Hindus, who might not be thought to have a very 
strong tradition of even worrying about who is ‘inside’ and who is 
‘outside’, this trend can be observed (Rajagopal, 2000), and this 
book shows that, even in its ultra- Orthodox manifestations, Judaism, 
usually thought of as a conversion-resistant religious culture, is itself 
being reshaped by conversion movements. The targets of these move- 
ments may be almost exclusively ‘returnees’, but the process and its 
effects bear much similarity to those observed in Christianity and 
Islam. 

Saying that religion is being reshaped by conversion movements is 
obviously not a claim that the majority of adherents of Christianity, 
Judaism or Islam are converts, or ‘reverts’ or ‘returnees’, or even that 
a majority are involved in conversion campaigns. In religion the 
majority of adherents are apathetic and participate only passively and 
intermittently. The claim rather is that the converts and returnees are 
liable to be disproportionately represented among the most enthu- 
siastic and committed adherents and among the missionaries, and the 
activity of conversion, campaigning and ‘outreach’ becomes increas- 
ingly central to the leading religious institutions. 

The qualitative importance of the conversion phenomenon can 
be observed in the extent to which religion’s public face is that of 
the revivalist preacher, of the campaigner, speaking not only or even 
principally to the faithful following, but to potential new followers 
and to those who have abandoned the religion of their ancestors. 
This face can be seen in the mass media and on the street. It can be 
observed in the proliferation of courses, classes, seminars, specialised 
institutions and specialised roles devoted to the attraction of converts 
and providing for their religious and non-religious needs: the words 
missionary or evangelist, for example, are attached to particular sorts 
of position in Pentecostal Churches; the Jewish Chabad sect has a 
worldwide apparatus of missionaries (shlichim) and other sects not 
usually known for their ‘outreach’ activities, run courses for return- 
ees; the powerful Lithuanian community in Israel has established 
whole yeshivas specially for returnees, where they can study for 
many years; the Catholic Charismatic Renewal, which consists of 
prayer groups largely run by unordained people who are specialised 
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in managing communities of the born again, is becoming very pro- 
minent in some countries, especially in Latin America, as the public 
face of Catholicism, in mass meetings and mediatic occasions (Csor- 
das, 1 997 ; Chesnut, 2003; Lehmann, 2003) . The once-Brazilian, now 
global, Universal Church of the Kingdom of God, is organised as a 
vast marketing apparatus, aimed at bringing outsiders into Church, 
including TV and radio stations and ‘nuclei’ of members who work 
the streets and houses of a neighbourhood to convince people to 
join (Birman and Lehmann, 1999; Birman, 2001). The Islamic move- 
ment Tablighi Jama’at, which also has a presence across the globe, 
though it takes pains to keep out of the headlines, is devoted entirely 
to religious revival and renewal (Kepel, 1987; Metcalf, 2002) and is 
quantitatively much more important than the hyper-politicised fun- 
damentalist groups that command so much attention. 

Shas is not the only conversion-led force that has influenced Israeli 
Judaism and Israeli politics. The messianic nationalism that drives the 
settlement movement, and is a very strong influence in the Likud 
party, is another variant on the same theme, for many of its militants 
are people who have given up another way of life to become settlers 
and to drive the cause. So when the two are taken together, the 
importance of conversion or ‘reversion’ in Israel’s politics is clearly 
not to be minimised. In addition, the presence of converts and reverts 
or returnees generates a particular dynamic within a movement, 
which is discussed in Chapter 6, and which is common to move- 
ments across religious boundaries. 


Conversion as life crisis 

For millions of Pentecostals across the globe conversion is a defining 
element of the existence and mission of their churches and of their 
own life and identity as church followers, and even people born into 
Pentecostal families are often not regarded as full members of the 
community until they have been through a conversion-like expe- 
rience in which they profess to have seen ‘the world’, to have been 
tempted and to have recovered or retrieved themselves from that 
experience. When researchers ask Pentecostals to recount their fives 
the response has a standardised, almost formulaic quality and changes 
little from one person to the next. In these accounts their con- 


The growing prominence of conversion-based religion 27 

version, which is the central event in their fives, is usually described 
as a fulminating experience finked to healing and often also to 
family and psychological problems, during which an individual is 
disoriented or experiences some sort of trance, interpreted as 
receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit. In Judaism returnees may not 
mention healing, but like Pentecostals they describe their return as 
much more than just the adoption of a new religious label, or the 
paying of membership fees to a different synagogue. For them, as for 
Pentecostals, and also for members of the Tablighi Jama’at, and 
doubtless other Islamic movements of regeneration, the process brings 
moral change, as described by the converts and the ba’alei t’shuva 
(returnees) themselves. In all cases we observe radical material chan- 
ges: in a person’s social milieu; in the mode of dress; in the carrying 
of the body; in personal financial arrangements; in taboos sur- 
rounding sexual relations; in rituals of eating. The fist can be very 
long. The non-material, ethical, transformation is of course harder 
to document than more tangible changes, but it is proclaimed in a 
standard language which includes for example, a ‘change of life’, 
renunciation of this-worldly aspirations for the ‘world to come’ and 
of short-term illusory pleasures for more enduring happiness, living 
by the rules laid down in a sacred text (as interpreted by religious 
professionals), and living in a stable family in which couples five in 
peace and children obey their parents. Among Pentecostals the ac- 
count describes more of a fulminating experience than among the 
ba’alei t’shuva , but in all the cases perhaps the most encompassing 
common thread is joining a new community and then becoming 
dependent upon it. Among Jews it can take time, but the outcome is 
the same, and the chapters that follow show how the dependence 
unfolds. The dependence is deeper, probably, than in the generality 
of Pentecostal communities, but this is only a matter of degree. Jews 
who ‘return’ also differ in their social background and personal tra- 
jectory: in France, and quite possibly in other Western countries, it is 
finked, for a particular generation, to rejection of a youth dedicated 
to alternative lifestyles and left-wing causes (Podselver, 2002), rather 
than to the social marginality which is widely credited with Pente- 
costal conversion and Islamic ‘return’. Even though all three exam- 
ples come with a history of migration (Pentecostals in Europe coming 
predominandy from Africa and the Caribbean, and Muslims from 
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North Africa and South Asia) the particular histories are too dif- 
ferent to allow for a common explanation in terms of discontinuous 
family histories. Yet despite radically different trajectories, the simi- 
larities of outcome are too strong to be ignored. 

The conversion phenomenon has also made its presence felt inside 
establishment institutions, so that it is no longer accurate to think of 
it as belonging only in dissenting institutions or communities. We 
have already mentioned the Charismatic Renewal movement within 
the Catholic Church, which has only existed since the late 1960s but 
already counts its followers in millions (Chesnut, 2003), but we 
should go further and mention the ‘Pentecostalisation’ which Ches- 
nut describes as affecting congregations in historic Protestant chur- 
ches in Latin America, and which can also be observed in the 
‘evangelical’ wing of the Church of England for example. Within 
Judaism, practices associated with the t’shuva movement are becom- 
ing standard in communities where not so long ago they would have 
been regarded as unthinkable, such as among Chassidim, some of 
whose leaders now support the provision of courses for returnees. 
We can see t’shuva in all sorts of manifestations: the adoption of 
increasingly orthodox practices among Reform synagogues, such as 
gradual increases in the use of Hebrew, or adoption or revival of 
tunes identified with the orthodox tradition; the ever more wide- 
spread use of skullcaps by Jews all over the world (in tune with the 
growing use of ethnic or religious markers by others); the increasing 
adoption by ‘modern Orthodox’ Jewish women, who are regarded 
as strict but not ultra-Orthodox or haredi , of styles of modest dress 
which resemble, though they never exacdy replicate, that of their 
haredi counterparts — long sleeves, calf-length skirts, close-fitting 
bonnets etc. 

The mechanisms whereby ultra-Orthodoxy is gaining influence 
are not always what they seem. Although the main tendency among 
Jews is still probably a shift away from observance, among people 
who continue to identify themselves as Jews, t’shuva is a growing 
trend, and one which is increasingly influential. In addition, the 
intermarriage rate among Jews may well be strengthening the t’shuva 
movement and compensating for attrition, because Jewish commu- 
nities have become increasingly open to the spouses of those who 
marry out. They and their children need religious education and 
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induction, which means more outreach work for the t’shuva move- 
ment: these newcomers and converts may not shift across to ultra- 
Orthodox observance, but they and their children may well be 
taught by ultra-Orthodox Rabbis, because often they are the only 
teachers available, and because of the massive over-production of 
qualified Rabbis due to the culture of intensive Torah study which 
has taken hold of ultra-Orthodox communities worldwide. 4 Fur- 
thermore, prayer books and religious texts produced by the ultra- 
Orthodox publishing house Artscroll are becoming standard in syn- 
agogues of many different persuasions (Stolow, 2004). These are not 
the only reasons why ultra-Orthodox Rabbis have established them- 
selves as guarantors of tradition, and their practices as a yardstick 
against which others measure themselves. One has to take into ac- 
count other factors which will emerge in the course of this book, 
such as the power they wield inside their own communities and the 
extent to which they are able to mobilise their followers to act polit- 
ically and in unison, which enables them for example to achieve 
almost 100 per cent turnout in Israeli elections, and to present an 
extremely strong front in Jewish politics. 


SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 
The epidemiological pattern of spread 

Although evangelicalism, Pentecostalism, charismatic churches and 
fundamentalism are routinely described as ‘movements’, analysts of 
these phenomena do not usually link their interpretations with the 
literature on social movements. Likewise those who write theories 
of social movements only rarely pay attention to religious move- 
ments. In contrast, we treat religious movements similarly to other 
social movements, because the pattern of their development can be 
analysed with the same tools. Possibly, the case of Shas is particularly 
suited to this approach because of its explicit invocation of social and 

4 It is increasingly common, in our experience, to find missionaries from the best 
known evangelical Jewish sect, the Lubavitcher, also known as Chabad, in highly 
secularised communities such as Madrid, Santiago de Chile, Sao Paulo and Rio de 
Janeiro. Chabad is an acronym made of the first letters of the Hebrew words for 
Wisdom Judgment and Discernment, while Lubavitch is the town where the sect 
was founded. 
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especially ethnic conflict and injustice, and also because of the ex- 
plicit political dimension present from its birth. The social and the 
religious are in any case closely intertwined in the historical nar- 
ratives and language associated with, and propounded by, Shas and its 
most faithful followers, as well as in more symbolic spheres such as 
architecture and music. Furthermore, one is entitled to ask whether 
this supernatural dimension in religious movements is funda- 
mentally different from the quasi-magical element which is present 
in much social and political mobilisation: the insiders’ jargon, the 
emblems, sometimes the flags and uniforms, the rituals associated 
with certain sorts of gathering, the almost unlimited trust sometimes 
placed in charismatic leaders. 

In our conception social movements do not have clear boundaries 
or defined objectives in the way that formal organisations do: they 
are multi-stranded, multi-layered and indeed multi-directional, and 
cannot be pinned down to fists of objectives or to certain named 
organisations. We think of a movement as having a culture, but at the 
same time as being borne not by ideas or identities, but by large, 
even vast, numbers of individuals, and although movements are evi- 
dently a context or shelter for formal organisations with defined 
structure and objectives, these can never be enumerated as if they 
amounted to a specific number. A movement exists as the object of 
allegiance on the part of innumerable individuals, but not as a struc- 
ture or even a defined set of ideas. Of course it has a name, or names, 
and identities which evoke ideas and ideals, but outside the special- 
ised institutions of research these are effective as banners and sources 
of solidarity rather than concepts or theories. Social movements nec- 
essarily encompass institutions, and networks of institutions, which 
organise to defend certain interests, develop doctrine and ideology, 
provide services, and mobilise opinion. However, these institution- 
alised attributes are not quite enough: emblems and slogans and code- 
words provide signs under which individuals congregate, mobilise, 
agitate, or sometimes just relax. Movement boundaries are shifting, 
varied and locally defined, and the content of the boundaries may 
relate to lifestyle, age, social class, ethnicity, in fact almost anything in 
their self-conception that individuals might have in common with 
others. In some parts of a movement there may be organisations 
with very tight membership or participation requirements, while in 
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others they may be loose or only vaguely connected to the move- 
ment’s ideological emblems and positions. Even if individual followers 
are members of an organisation which adheres to some movement 
ideas, that will only account for a small part of their fives and does 
not exclude adherence to many other causes and organisations. 

Since individuals express allegiance for many different reasons and 
certainly do not all have the same idea of the movement, their con- 
nection to each other should be thought of as epidemiological rather 
than organised or hierarchical. In saying this we draw an analogy with 
epidemiology in the image of Sperber’s notion of an epidemiology 
of representations: just as he points out that for a group to share 
a cultural representation its members do not have to replicate or 
duplicate it exactly, but simply to transform it so as to produce a ‘de- 
gree of resemblance between the communicator’s and the audience’s 
thoughts’ (Sperber, 1996: 83). So we would claim that movements 
bring together people whose aims and ideals are not all the same, and 
certainly not hierarchically regimented by their membership in an 
organisation. Rather they come together because each one shares 
something with an other, and also because they come to the move- 
ment through their connection with others, not, as a general matter, 
through their adherence to a leadership or an ideal. The reasons for a 
movement, a slogan, even a category of feeling becoming a force for 
change or a collective phenomenon are to be found in individual, 
sometimes even random, contacts, like the spread of a flu epidemic 
(Gladwell, 2001). One might add that this applies even (perhaps in 
particular) where individuals express slavish and absolute obedience 
to certain stated ideals and to the leadership, since our studies show 
that slavish obedience to a text or idea means in fact authoritarian 
imposition of one particular reading and thus obedience to the 
person imposing that interpretation, independently of any close 
examination of ideas or of a text. It is intensity of connection to a 
particular individual leader, and not only a high-profile leader, which 
explains the hyper-commitment to an idea, rather than the other 
way round. 

The epidemiological concept implies that people join because of 
their connections to others in their immediate vicinity, so it is a local 
matter (though not necessarily local in an exclusively geographical 
sense). Ours, therefore, is a very broad and generous conception, and 


32 


Introduction 


clearly differs from other current conceptions which emphasise iden- 
tity — associated with Manuel Castells among others (Melucci, 1989; 
Castells, 1998) — or leadership, as in Lenin or in ‘resource mobili- 
sation’ approaches (McAdam, McCarthy et ah, 1996). The epidemi- 
ological metaphor highlights the importance of movements’ ability 
to penetrate the interstices of society, a conception which stands in 
contrast to one which emphasises hierarchy and efficiency in mar- 
shalling resources and laying siege to institutions. We say this not 
because such skills and resources are unnecessary, but because they 
are only partial aspects of a movement, and may even exist success- 
fully with no basis in any movement at all. 

The argument can be illustrated by reference to European social 
democracy, which could lay claim to being a prime model of a social 
movement: social democracy, at the height of its power and legit- 
imacy, was an entire culture, enjoying intellectual representation in 
academia and the press, pervasive influence throughout the welfare 
state, sponsoring and managing an infinity of private and public 
social interventions, and providing the arena for wide-ranging de- 
bate about the meaning of social democracy itself. Contemporary 
examples would include the international NGO-development move- 
ment, and possibly the anti-globalisation movement. Developmental 
NGOs taken together constitute a vast network of networks with a 
common culture, a common vocabulary, but also with fierce dis- 
agreements and debates on all sorts of issues (Hulme and Edwards, 
1997; Crewe and Harrison, 1998). In Israel itself the Zionist move- 
ment in the pre-state period evidently fitted this multi-layered, 
multi-directional model, containing within itself, again, violent ideo- 
logical disputes (Dieckhoff, 2003), a wide array of educational insti- 
tutions and religious styles, and also divergent economic interests. 
Yet these contradictions do not necessarily prevent institution-build- 
ing: some NGOs, notably Amnesty International and Oxfam, have 
‘come from nowhere’ to international status and influence, and 
Zionism, through its many networks, set up a proto-state. The strat- 
egy of building pressure and institutions from below — giving rise to 
the enclaves already mentioned — has retained effectiveness and legit- 
imacy in contemporary Israel: the West Bank settlers could be seen 
as the irredentist spearhead of a wide-ranging movement which, like 
Shas, has succeeded in shifting one of the fulcrums of Israeli politics 
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(Sprinzak, 1991): they have their own parties and have penetrated 
the mainstream right-wing Likud and the National Religious Party, 
and they have established their own institutions — notably the 
Yeshah Settlers’ Council — in effect to manage the settlements as 
their own local government, not in place of the state but as an en- 
clave within it, enjoying numerous complicities and subsidies, open 
and hidden (see, for example, Ha’aretz , 25 June 1999). All these 
movements arc multi-levelled mobilisations, impinging on many 
different instances of power and in many different spaces, unified less 
by ideas than by core symbols and emotional attachments. 

To merit the name, a social movement must be a vehicle for social 
change on a grand scale. That implies, among other things, that it 
should engage with conflicts at the heart of a society’s system of 
accumulation and reproduction. The classic example of a core mechan- 
ism of reproduction is the wage-labour nexus: obviously this rela- 
tionship is at the heart of the capitalist system and by challenging the 
level of wages and the mechanisms of fixing them, European social 
democracy changed the capitalist system. The women’s movement 
also exemplifies the point: it has contributed to fundamental changes 
in women’s labour force participation, in sexual behaviour and 
much else besides, all of which have contributed in some measure to 
changing core mechanisms of demographic and economic repro- 
duction. Also, the international NGO movement has successfully 
pressed the international development system to open its decision- 
making processes to civil society and NGOs and, as a result in no 
small measure of their efforts, the themes of environment, gender, 
and human rights, are unavoidable and prominent in all interna- 
tional development programmes. In addition, though, we should 
remember that involvement with major international institutions 
also influences the NGOs, whose style has over time shifted to a 
more accommodating stance vis-a-vis international institutions (Fox 
and Brown, 1998) 

Nevertheless, a very high profile event or set of events does not of 
itself make a social movement. To bring about social change on a 
significant scale, social movements need to make themselves felt and 
heard in a multiplicity of institutional contexts and niches of society. 
An epidemic of demonstrations, even large ones across many coun- 
tries, is not a guarantee that enduring social change can be achieved. 
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Demonstrations, after all, are ephemeral events. Even if occasionally 
they achieve the status of historic turning points, it will not be the 
demonstration itself, but the follow-up which explains that outcome. 
To become a social movement, collective fervour has to be translated 
into purposive action, sustained presence and engagement with 
other social forces, lobbies and interest groups in institutional con- 
texts capable of generating tangible outcomes, and this has to be done 
in people’s daily life, not just in formal institutions. The anti-global- 
isation movement offers a good example of a media event or protest 
phenomenon still waiting to be transformed into a social movement. 
Until about 2001 it gained much media coverage, but unless it can 
develop an institutional presence in decision-making forums and a 
project or set of projects of its own, it will be remembered only as a 
series of street spectacles, and the underground global spread of 
an attitude of distaste, rejection or simply fatigue with respect, for 
example, to global brand names and other more political emblems. 
The Israeli peace movement (‘Peace Now’) offers an interesting 
contrast in the light of its relative failure (especially compared to the 
settlers). The peace movements supporters may be more numerous 
than the politically active settler vanguard, and their international 
support is substantial. They also have no shortage of intellectual 
spokespersons with access at least to the printed media in Israel and 
outside. Yet they have failed to gain the penetration that the settlers 
now possess in institutional niches especially in the state, and in their 
campaigning in civil society they may suffer from an elitist style and 
a cosmopolitanism which does not have much grassroots appeal. 
There may also be a difference in the degree of commitment among 
followers: 5 settler militants probably devote a much higher percent- 
age of their time to their cause, first because they have decided, 
somewhat in the manner of converts, to devote their entire lives to it, 
and second, because they benefit from government subsidies which 
enable them to divert their energies from earning a living to political 
campaigning. 

To say that social movements need to engage institutionally does 
not imply that they can only succeed if they work ‘within the 

5 For a graphic account of the most active settlers’ campaign to turn the Likud 
ballot against Sharons Gaza withdrawal plan in May 2004, see: ‘Sharon feels wrath 
of setders he long supported’, Wall Street Journal , 15 June 2004. 
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system’, that is, if they adopt moderate, gradualist strategies. But it 
does mean to say that appearances, both of radicalism and of grad- 
ualism, can be deceptive, just as the changes which follow from high 
profile media exposure or from collective or institutionalised violence 
are not always profound or intended. Likewise in religious move- 
ments: the most strident, even the most violent, those commanding 
most media attention, may not, in the end, produce the most revolu- 
tionary social changes. Although Shas has without doubt produced 
changes in Israel’s political system, it is still unknown how much 
change in social indicators, if any, has resulted from its rise, or from 
the evangelical movements we previously studied in Latin America, 
despite their undoubted symbolic and mediatic presence. 

In modern societies a core element of the reproduction of society 
is the boundary between the religious and the secular, and radical 
religious movements are heavily involved in trying to shift that 
boundary, thus changing explicit or implicit ‘rules of the game’. This 
is evident in public and political debate on issues such as abortion 
and sex education, as well as the spread of AIDS, in rich and poor 
countries. Religious movements intervene beyond the locally de- 
fined, conventional boundaries of the religious in secular spaces such 
as politics, education and the media, to introduce, sometimes to 
impose, changes in the mechanisms of reproduction of the religious 
sphere itself, and its relationship with the state and the institutions of 
secularism. We can see this in Latin America where evangelical Pro- 
testant churches have claimed parity with the Catholic Church in 
the formal apparatus of the state, for example by acquiring the right 
to conduct marriage ceremonies, by taking their place alongside 
Catholic-sponsored and secular charities receiving state support and 
by broadcasting on innumerable radio stations and increasingly on 
television, sometimes even to the point of owning their own tele- 
vision networks or cable broadcasting stations. We see it wherever 
Islamist movements are putting pressure on states to apply their 
version of Islamic law; and we shall of course see it in Israel where 
the frontier is a source of permanent conflict in law, housing, school- 
ing, public finance, even in disputes over who can hire a municipal 
theatre. By redrawing the boundaries dividing the religious from the 
secular in social circumstances where secularism has become a cen- 
tral institution of modernity religious movements engage with core 
mechanisms of reproduction. 
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Apart from shifting legal and institutional boundaries, and others 
drawn by inherited convention, religious movements also try to 
bring about changes in the symbolic presence of the religious in the 
popular imaginary by, for example, constructing grandiose church 
buildings in Brazil on a scale previously associated with the Catholic 
Church (Birman, 2001) or organising mass gatherings of the faithful 
in Israeli basketball or football stadiums, normally regarded as 
strongholds of secularism. At the other extreme, missionaries violate 
the anonymity of the street and accost passers-by with the message 
of Jesus or the importunate question ‘Are you Jewish?’ 

The core of social reproduction must be biological, and it is not 
by accident that all religious movements — indeed more or less all 
religious institutions — concern themselves intimately with marriage, 
birth control, sexual behaviour and education. Jewish ultra-Ortho- 
doxy exemplifies this feature with particular salience, in the explic- 
itness of its rules and exhortations regulating sexual behaviour and 
the extraordinary success of the different branches of Jewish ultra- 
Orthodoxy in dictating the conduct of family life, through fertility 
strategies and education. Similarly, fundamentalists and, to a slightly 
lesser extent, charismatics and evangelicals, push back the frontiers 
between the secular and the religious by political agitation, but also 
by making sexual behaviour itself a frontier or marker of religious 
belonging, as in the obsession with the ‘SBM’ (‘sex before marriage’ 
in their jargon) among young British evangelicals. The drawing and 
redrawing of frontiers goes hand in hand with the penetration of 
new social niches, because once a niche is marked out the barriers 
must be thrown up, and sexual frontiers are particularly suitable for 
this purpose: they are cheap to erect financially (but not socially) and 
they create a competitive and gossipy atmosphere which raises the 
costs of non-conformity, as in Atran’s central question about re- 
ligion: what leads people to adopt costly and hard-to-fake patterns 
of behaviour? (Atran, 2003b). 


A project of cultural transformation 

To think that the strength of a movement lies in the clarity and 
coherence of an idea, a slogan, or even a doctrine is tempting. But 
although ideas are obviously extremely important, to know how 
they are represented by those who proclaim their belief or faith in 
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them is not always easy. They may be expressing an underlying trust 
in those who would propagate the ideas. Their belief may be of an 
aesthetic, or romantic kind, or alternatively it may derive from their 
conception of their own economic self-interest. In any of these cases, 
ideas reach individuals in packaged and simplified form, so that an 
analysis based on the original, erudite form may not explain their 
popularity. Religious movements are a very good example of this, 
because the counterintuitive character of claims about the super- 
natural — which is what religious claims are — makes it hard to speak 
of their clarity or coherence. But political ideas also have a quasi- 
magical flavour, at least when stated in the sound bites and catch- 
phrases that form the staple of political discourse: are people of 
average, or even low, intelligence ever really any more convinced 
that a new government will, for example, ‘abolish poverty, reduce 
taxes and increase public expenditure’ all at the same time — or even 
that it could achieve one of these in a short period — than they are 
likely to believe in virgin birth or reincarnation? Of course one can 
cavil about the precise meaning of the word ‘believe’ in this context, 
but the point we are making is that a movement’s success cannot be 
explained by the leadership’s capacity to convince people of such 
claims. Instead, somehow such claims and doctrines must be trans- 
lated into rules for the conduct of daily life, and this means debate 
and sometimes quite technical discussion among professionals, intel- 
lectuals and experts: how else can the doctrine of the Trinity, or of 
transubstantiation be made meaningful for individuals’ concrete 
existence, or translated into real-life ritual? This is why the Catholic 
Church has staged such elaborate events as the Second Vatican 
Council, or proclaimed docum ents such as the Syllabus of Errors, to 
take two politically contrasting examples. It is also why the great 
institutionalised religions have given rise to theology as a profession, 
debating the supernatural in a framework of rational debate in which 
reign the impersonal practices and procedures of intellectual ex- 
change. The absence of such intellectual ferment limits the influence 
and durability of a movement: for all their massive quantitative suc- 
cess, evangelical churches have far less influence in society as a whole 
than Catholic and Anglican elites do in Africa, or than the Catholic 
Church does in Latin America. In the case of ultra-Orthodox Juda- 
ism, the influence may appear greater than it really is because of their 
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unusually high fertility and, in Israel, because of their efficacious use 
of the political system: their success in marshalling society behind 
their agenda, however, has been small. This is especially striking 
when we compare the relative success of the settlers in drawing to 
their side large segments of public opinion, and even segments of 
intellectual opinion which might have been thought to veer towards 
more liberal positions. 

Contemporary religious movements will remain as sects — even 
large sects — with a limited impact on society as a whole if they 
continue to allow those who hold positions of political and mana- 
gerial power to exercise, in addition, a monopoly on doctrinal or 
theological authority, and therefore also to prevent intellectual re- 
flection. To achieve influence in modern society religion must allow 
the development of spaces of argument about religion’s own con- 
cerns in which trust, reason and honest exchange prevail. Of course, 
religious movements can, and sometimes unfortunately do, try 
violence, but that leads where it leads. Although violence is still rare, 
verbal violence is common, as is the movements’ rabid hostility to 
intellectuals and academic culture. For the Universal Church of the 
Kingdom of God theology is ‘both useless and diabolic, a sort of 
possession which confuses people and distracts from the true task of 
religion, namely to cure and deliver them from the devil, to put an 
end to their suffering. Jesus, its leader reminds us, did not waste time 
on theology — he devoted himself to healing the sick and casting out 
evil spirits’ (Lehmann 2002, summarising Campos, 1997). This argu- 
ment also applies to ultra-Orthodox Judaism, for which learning is 
esoteric and legalistic, where, if our fieldwork is to be believed, 
creationism is widely accepted and advocated, and where the tools 
of modern science — archaeology, linguistics and so on — are exclu- 
ded from the study of Rabbinic texts. 

Of course in the short and medium term, charismatic and funda- 
mentalist movements can sometimes exert powerful pressure in the 
political system and often in the local community, inter alia because 
of their numbers and because their followers obey their leaders and 
therefore vote as a solid bloc. In some situations and countries re- 
ligious movements exercise an influence out of all proportion to 
their numbers, sometimes even by using violence, but, as Gilles 
Kepel has insisted in the case of political Islam (Kepel, 2002), this is a 
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reflection of weakness rather than strength, and will not help the 
achievement of the religious reformation to which some of them 
claim to aspire. 

If a movement is to endure and to bring about a change in the 
culture in which it moves — if, in Alain Touraine’s phrase, it is to 
bring about a change in the control of ‘ historicity or of a ‘ champ 
d’ action historique ’ (Touraine, 1973) 6 — then it has to allow the intelli- 
gentsia to develop their own sodalities and symbolic ties. If this does 
not happen the project will suffer the fate of official marxism in state 
socialism, or of Jewish thought in the ultra-Orthodox world, where 
it has been subordinated to limits imposed by authoritative bodies, 
especially in Israel. 

The intelligentsia in their turn develop as a movement within the 
movement, with their networks, their power plays and their public 
disputes. Visions and projects will be discussed researched and analy- 
sed in universities, and in the media, publishing houses will host 
some ideas and not others, and so the movement can take its place in 
the public sphere. We shall see in our study how Shas has largely 
failed in this department, despite one or two isolated efforts to carve 
out a niche for itself. This is explained partly by political contin- 
gencies, and by the incompatibility of the anti-intellectualism of 
ultra-Orthodoxy with the culture of the secular intelligentsia. 


THE RESEARCH 

The research presented in this book was first suggested by Bila Sorj 
in a conversation in Rio de Janeiro in 1998. Shas seemed to offer an 
extreme case of ‘crossing boundaries’ while thickening new ones: it 
invoked the Sephardi identity and the resentments and nostalgias of 
the second generation North African and Middle Eastern immi- 
grants, but at the same time proclaimed a return to religion in the 
style of the Eastern European Ashkenazi haredim. 

The research began in the summer of 1999, with the collabo- 
ration of Bila Soij at first and then of Batia Siebzehner, and con- 
tinued until 2004. In this period Israel went from Barak to Sharon, 

6 Our analysis of social movements — apart from the epidemiological approach — 
owes much to Touraine, whose model is well expressed in Chapter VI of the book 
quoted. 
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and Jews and Arabs went from an uneasy peace to the nightmare of a 
war and a sense that they might be compelled to live forever in unre- 
solved tension. Our book deals with hardly any of this. We are not 
experts on the subject and have little new to say about it, and our 
analytical focus is on issues in the comparative study of religion. 
Comparisons apart, the phenomenon under study is fascinating in 
itself, and our account and our interpretation of Shas and the t’shuva 
movement provides a window on aspects of Israeli Jewish society 
which are either little known outside Israel or are understood only 
in a highly schematic way. Thus this is a case study in a comparative 
context, offering thick description with the intention of grasping 
the multi-layered and multi-faceted character of the movement. 
Comparative studies in the social sciences always run the risk of sac- 
rificing richness of description in the pursuit of a general theory, 
based on neatly pigeonholed data, finely tuned variables and refined 
indicators. This is very profitable in certain spheres, where abundant 
high quality data are available, but in subjects where subjective dis- 
positions are a prime focus, such as religious movements, the results 
of controlled comparisons are unlikely to be very profitable. The 
risk with case studies, of course, is that by immersion in detail they 
come to be too self-absorbed, provincial and monographic. How- 
ever, in addition to Geertz’s thick description, we have the soaring 
example of Max Weber to demonstrate that the comparative interest 
of a case study arises from the choice of the case, and the fertility of 
analysis undertaken in awareness of a set of defined themes derived 
from a comparative background. The thick description notion is 
particularly applicable in this study because it involves so many situ- 
ations in which words and symbols have been wrenched out of an 
accustomed context and are used in ways which evoke several dif- 
ferent meanings for different listeners: this applies as much, for exam- 
ple, to habits of religious observance as to methods of teaching and 
study or even gestures of political loyalty. 

As has been stated in various ways, to grasp a movement means 
understanding many facets and levels, which means the process of 
research has to be a very open one. Since one is trying to discover 
connections, and since the object of the research is not a structured, 
bounded institution, one has to adopt the view of the explorer: 
the movement has innumerable points of contact and the contacts 
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themselves have many other contacts. There is no list of institutions 
from which one can select. Thus one has to follow leads, and in this 
way we were able to appreciate Shas’s penetration in the interstices 
of Israeli society. Over three years we visited schools, yeshivas, syna- 
gogues and radio stations, and attended study groups, consciousness- 
raising sessions, public meetings and political discussions. We made 
contacts at meetings with people who sometimes were open to 
further meetings and interviews, and sustained relationships with 
some of them over a period of time. In short, the research was con- 
ducted by networking. The focus is much more sociological or 
anthropological than political, and this has been our intention. We 
did not, on the whole, become involved in the factional politics of 
Shas, or in the relations between Shas and other parties, or in the 
mechanics of electoral campaigning, because this would have been 
for another type of study. Our focus was more on Shas s dimension as 
a movement than as a party, even though the subject is obviously 
deeply political. 

There has been excellent research on Shas, though only a small 
amount has so far been published in English. This research has, with 
some exceptions (Leon, 1999; Fischer, 2004a; Lupo, 2004), been 
from a political science viewpoint. The view of Shas in Israel is two- 
fold: many people see it as a largely political phenomenon designed 
to gather votes and to wield political influence in the interests of its 
leadership, yet often the same people also remark that it is a very im- 
portant phenomenon and express their sense that it reflects under- 
lying and troubling features of their society. We address this second 
set of concerns and in doing so are aware of the somewhat prelim- 
inary nature of an inquiry which, based on two people’s fieldwork, 
nevertheless attempts to grasp a large and complex phenomenon in 
its entirety. 


2 


T’SHUVA MEETS ETHNICITY: THE SHAS 
RELIGIOUS PROJECT 


This chapter provides the background needed to understand the 
confluence of ethnic resurgence and religious renewal in the polit- 
ical party and movement Shas. If the two themes are intertwined this 
is not only because they are related in the narrative, but also because, 
as explained in the previous chapter, they are extremely difficult to 
separate analytically. What the chapter describes is nevertheless 
unusual in the context of the Jewish experience: the movement of 
return is by now an established feature of Jewish life, but the strategy 
followed by Shas of linking it explicitly to ethnic and social resent- 
ment is unprecedented, though it makes excellent sense for its pro- 
tagonists in the Israeli context. 

The word t’shuva, which has become a standard element in Jewish 
parlance worldwide, has two meanings, ‘penitence’ and ‘answer’, and 
is linked with the idea of ‘return’ as in hozer bet’shuva which means a 
person who returns (hozer) in (be-) penitence ( t’shuva ), often rend- 
ered in English as ‘returnee’. In addition, Mazlish points out the der- 
ivation from the Biblical word shuv (again), which evokes the sense 
of a new beginning, or even being ‘born again’ (Mazlish, 1984). On 
Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, and during the Ten Days of 
Penitence preceding it, the service includes a frequently repeated 
prayer, using these self-same words, asking God to ‘bring us back in 
penitence to you’. The extent to which t’shuva in everyday usage has 
a connotation of penitence, rather than return, is unclear. Another 
less usual allusion is to t’shuva as an answer, sometimes contrasted 
with beshe’ela , a question, as in the contrast between a person who 
questions religion and one who finds the answer in return. The term 
ba’al t’shuva (ba’alat t’shuva for women) is used interchangeably with 
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hozer betshuva. T shuva has become a far-reaching and multi-faceted 
project in Judaism worldwide, and in Israel, but this book focuses on 
an Israeli social movement and political party, which, uniquely in 
Judaism, has combined the religious renewal of t’shuva with an anti- 
discriminatory campaign and also a practical renewal or recovery of 
a particular ethnic tradition. 


CHABAD AND SHAS: CONTRASTS 
AND SIMILARITIES IN T’SHUVA 

By now it is commonplace that the growth of the haredi or ultra- 
Orthodox community worldwide has been one of the most note- 
worthy, but no longer surprising, features of post-war Judaism. Even 
without the Holocaust, the trend towards secularisation and the 
influence of the consumer society was expected to reduce the com- 
munity to mere remnants, like the decline of religious observance in 
other religions. However, the community has in fact experienced a 
remarkable comeback, and although it obviously remains a quanti- 
tative minority among Jews worldwide, its political and religious 
influence has grown considerably. It is, of course, a heterogeneous 
phenomenon, whose component parts include the traditionally 
separate Lithuanian’ and Chassidic communities. The former share 
a common experience in yeshiva education and adult study centres, 
they speak of themselves as a community and, crucially for their def- 
inition as such, if at all possible they marry endogamically. However, 
they do not have an official common leadership, which is diffused 
among yeshiva heads, who command more influence than com- 
munity Rabbis (Soloveitchik, 1 994) . The Chassidim are grouped into 
numerous communities which — as always with an exception — re- 
cognise single unified leadership in the person of a tzaddik, a su- 
preme Rabbi who is said to be consulted by all his followers on all 
matters of importance (especially marriage). The largest single Chassi- 
dic community is Satmar, stretching across Western Europe, the 
United States, Latin America and Australia, though the Satmar view 
the state of Israel with even greater disdain and disapproval than 
most Chassidim. Chassidim are regarded as more mystical but less 
open than the Lithuanians, although in practice it is increasingly dif- 
ficult to tell them apart save through the practice of endogamy and 
distinctive codes of dress. Neither liturgy nor methods of Torah 
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study, dietary rules, or political positions provide clear clues to the 
lines of demarcation. The ultra-Orthodox non-Chassidim are also 
known as mitnagdim, the ‘opponents’, because of rifts that emerged at 
the birth of Chassidism in the late eighteenth century when it repre- 
sented an ecstatic, messianic variant and was virulendy opposed by 
the revered sage, the Gaon of Vilna (hence ‘Lithuanian’). Today such 
ideological differences are of little importance and the fight against 
permissiveness and secularism holds them together. The demo- 
graphic growth of the Chassidic sects, which have extremely high 
fertility rates, has been remarkable, as has their ability to build com- 
munity institutions for education, welfare and the conservation of 
their way of life. 

This is a well known and widely documented phenomenon (Heil- 
man, 1992), though distinct, analytically, from the conversion move- 
ments that have fuelled the growth of Pentecostalism and Islamism 
worldwide, and from the t’shuva movement spearheaded by the Luba- 
vitch, or Chabad Chassidim and Shas. The growth of the religion of 
those who return, and the movements which bring them back and 
in which the returnees themselves then become activists, is not the 
same phenomenon as the resurgence of sects and institutions that 
existed before the Holocaust. Those traditions provide Shas and 
Chabad with the religious content, the raw material, which, after 
small but crucial modifications, endows these movements with a 
distinct identity, and a distinct set of markers. 

Chabad and Shas, in their different ways, represent a bold, pro- 
active, comprehensive, multi-faceted approach to t'shuva, adding 
a powerful ‘supply-side’ drive to the ‘demand-side’ predisposition 
arising from structural and personal circumstances. Since the 1960s 
Chabad, once a relatively small Chassidic sect, has grown into a vast 
worldwide complex of organisations, all apparently controlled from 
headquarters in Crown Heights, Brooklyn (Friedman, 1994). It has 
had remarkable success in establishing institutions, in providing 
rabbis for students in universities in North America and Europe and 
for isolated communities worldwide, and in attracting people ‘back’ 
to what Chabad followers call ‘ yiddischkeit ’ (Jewishness). This involves 
helping people to establish a kosher household, guiding them towards 
stricter Sabbath observance, providing lessons in Kabbalistic mys- 
ticism or Talmudic classes and discussion groups, sponsoring lectures 
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and weekend seminars, teaching children to speak Yiddish, and 
much besides, all in the context of insertion in an all-encompassing 
communal framework which monopolises an individual’s social life. 
Its constituency is revealing itself to be — or is becoming — increas- 
ingly diverse, including, for example, extremely comfortable families 
living in a newly-built exclusively haredi suburb of Jerusalem (Ramat 
Shlomo), ultra-militant settlers on the West Bank, dentists and psy- 
choanalysts in North London, children of highly secularised middle- 
class families in Mexico, Brazil, Argentina and Chile, and young 
Sephardim in France. 

Chabad offers a service to the people who are attracted to the 
movement, helping people who have lost touch, or never been in 
touch, with the Judaism of their parents or grandparents, to ‘return’, 
for example through ‘how-to’ pamphlets about preparations for 
major festivals, classes in mysticism and drop-in centres for business- 
men, but extending, depending on the degree of commitment — or 
dependence — to much more pervasive involvement in the details of 
their lives. The organisation is particularly interested in influencing 
the education of the younger generation. If children are brought in 
early enough they attend Chabad schools where religious education 
dominates, in particular Rabbinic learning for the boys, and where 
secular education takes second place and is not offered at all after the 
age of about sixteen. At that age, in London, girls usually go to a 
seminary, while boys go to a boarding yeshiva. Chabad is more atten- 
tive to womens public role than other Chassidic sects. In the long 
run girls will become mothers and schoolteachers or maybe social 
workers and may well play an important role as Rabbis’ wives ( rebbit - 
zin). The boys go to yeshivas in London, Manchester and many 
other places, from Israel to Argentina, after which quite a number 
join the growing ranks of Lubavitcher Rabbis and activists around 
the world. 1 The eventual employment of the young men we have 
spoken to in the Lubavitch yeshiva in North London, for example, 
whose education has been almost entirely religious, remains a 
mystery, for there cannot be religious stipends for them all. 

Chabad is organised in concentric circles. At its core are the mis- 
sionaries (shlichim) spread across the globe, who gather once a year in 

1 These observations are based on fieldwork in London during 1998-9, and also on 
conversations with Chabad Rabbis in Brazil and Chile. 
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November in Crown Heights. They are born into very large Cha- 
bad families and thus are, so to speak, unpolluted by association with 
the outside world or with recent converts. It takes a generation or 
two for the children or grandchildren of converts to be admitted to 
the core — which means being allowed to marry someone from a 
fully-fledged Chabad family. Coming, like all haredim nowadays, 
from large families, its core followers (best thought of as cadres 2 ) have 
innumerable relatives who are also members of the core. Conse- 
quently, each one of them will have cousins in far-flung countries 
and will meet frequently in the never-ending round of weddings, 
circumcisions and barmitzvahs 3 (which also multiply as a result of 
the size of families) . If they live in places where there is no available 
suitable education they may send their children to live with relatives 
or to board in another country. 

Chabad s strategy of penetration leads its emissaries to establish 
themselves in universities, in communities which lack a Rabbi 4 and 
even in Reform synagogues whose members would hardly be ex- 
pected to have any respect for ultra- Orthodoxy. Chabad houses have 
been set up on many US campuses (UCLA for example) and in 
Cambridge, England among many others. Missionaries are sub- 
sidised for two or three years, during which time they are ex- 
pected — like Pentecostals — to build a self-sustaining local basis for 
their mission. They are also prepared to go to the difficult corners of 
society, to bring Jews back from drugs and social marginality and to 
welcome those who have fallen by the wayside. It provides them, 


2 It is often difficult to decide what words to use in connection with membership, 
affiliation and adherence to these sects and movements. There is obviously no 
formal membership ‘card’, but there are different categories of involvement: thus 
some people are certified graduates of institutions proclaiming their adherence to 
a movement; others are employed by charitable bodies clearly identified with it, 
but most are just followers — yet followers are also bound in to a tightly knit set of 
relationships which profoundly influence their daily lives, their decisions about 
marriage and education, and also the way they earn their living. The term ‘cadres’ 
is used to refer to office-holders — Rabbis, activists on the payroll of an association, 
teachers in religious institutions etc. 

3 Though the barmitzvah is less important and not always celebrated publicly in 
Chabad and other haredi circles: for them marriage, which is a teenage event, is the 
main moment of passage into adulthood. 

4 In Madrid for example, with its heterogeneous community of Ashkenazi and 

North African Sephardi Jews. 
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and all returnees, with a firm context and a strict set of procedures 
and timetables for daily life: they know there is always someone to 
listen, there is always something to do, if only to study, and that a wife 
or husband will be found for them, as will a Sabbath meal. They also 
know there is an answer to every question: what can I cook? what 
can I wear? what is the blessing over this type of food? and so on ad 
infinitum. All these questions have an answer, based in a text, a story, 
an analogy, an embedded message concealed among the letters of a 
text, or just ‘tradition’, which becomes authoritative if invoked by a 
person in a position of authority. They join a ‘meaning-rich’ world 
and one in which most of their leisure time can be devoted to 
activities organised by and in support of Chabad. 

In Israel, however, Chabad’s presence as an organisation is less 
prominent than in Europe and the United States. There are fol- 
lowers of Chabad and there is a township known as Kfar Chabad, 
but the sect’s presence is diffuse. 5 The Lubavitch Rebbe, when he 
was alive, exercised some political influence in Israel, especially in his 
opposition to territorial concessions on the West Bank and in his 
followers’ campaigning against Sabbath traffic, as a result of which an 
intersection in Jerusalem’s Mea Shearim neighbourhood is popu- 
larly known as Chabad Square. However, he never went to Israel and 
was never fully committed to the idea of the state in its current form. 
Despite their diffuse presence in Israel, they are the most prominent 
organisations proclaiming t’shuva in open public spaces — enabling 
hospital secular patients to celebrate Sabbath rituals and inviting 
passers-by to engage in simple rituals like putting on tefilin . 6 The 
t’shuva movement is very widespread, though, and, apart from Cha- 
bad’s quantitatively and qualitatively high profile in so many coun- 
tries, there are many other groups and organisations who seem to 
follow a similar model, which is in turn similar to the model used by 

5 Lubavitch followers are known in Israel for their hospital visits with candles and 
bread to encourage the sick to celebrate the Sabbath, and for planting outsize can- 
delabra in public places at the time of the Hanukkah festival, as well as for soli- 
citing money on behalf of the poor. Kfar Chabad owes it origins to personal 
contacts between the Chabad Rebbe, Schneersohn, and the then Israeli represen- 
tative at the United Nations — and subsequent President of Israel, 1963-73 — 
Zalman Shazar, who came from a Chabad family. (Information from Menachem 
Friedman.) 

6 Known in English, and in the New Testament Greek, as ‘phylacteries’. See Glossary. 
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evangelical conversion movements in other traditions. Thus the Aish 
Hatorah (The Fire of Torah) organisation, established in Israel but 
largely for the benefit of Americans in 1974, has developed ‘120 
programmes in cities worldwide’ to bring Jews back to religion. Their 
method of persuasion — start gently and gradually involve people 
more, selecting the most committed to become a full-time corps of 
evangelists — is very similar to that of the Arachim (‘Values’) organi- 
sation described in Chapter 3 (Tapper, 2002). The t’shuva movement 
appears as an ever more pervasive and institutionalised feature of Jew- 
ish life worldwide, generating its own youth culture and accompany- 
ing jargon — as in the standard abbreviations ‘BT’ ( ba’al t’shuva) and 
‘FFB’ ijjrum from birth’ — -frum being the Yiddish for ‘observant’). 

Among the Ashkenazim, Lithuanian institutions and Chassidic 
sects in Israel have opened spaces for the education and reception 
of ba’alei t’shuva to a much greater extent than in the diaspora. The 
Arachim Organisation for the diffusion of Jewish Consciousness, 
which provides support for t’shuva campaigning by organising courses, 
mass meetings and home visits, and providing speakers when re- 
quested, is apparently a Lithuanian creation originally established to 
attract professionals and scientists back to religion. The large Netivot 
Olam (Paths of the World) yeshiva was set up by the Lithuanian 
leader Rav Schach specially for returnees in the haredi- dominated 
town of Bnei Brak, near Tel- Aviv, in the 1970s. Our informant 
there told us that Rav Schach had predicted that the setback of the 
Yom Kippur war in 1973, with its surprise effect and the high casu- 
alties suffered, after the triumph of the 1967 war, would produce a 
moral crisis in secular Israel and would lead people to return to 
religion. We were told so often, and in different contexts, that the 
Yom Kippur War marked the start of the t’shuva movement that it 
came to sound like a myth of origin, but there are indications that 
this is a founding moment for the t’shuva movement in Israel. In 
1967 the first yeshiva specifically for ba’alei t’shuva was founded in 
Har Tzion in Jerusalem, funded first by donations and then by the 
state, in the form, successively, of the Jewish Agency, which is con- 
cerned with immigration and absorption, the Ministry of Education 
and other Welfare agencies (Mazlish, 1984). The Ministry funded 
extra-curricular activities for those attending the t’shuva-oriented 
yeshivas, and welfare agencies started to fund them to take in people 
with a ‘difficult, deviant or delinquent background’. Mazlish does 
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not speculate on the motivations for this involvement of the state, 
but it can be seen as an example of how a grassroots movement finds 
a niche (i.e. enclave) in the state apparatus. Less institutionalised ini- 
tiatives have sustained themselves over the same period, associated 
with mediatic figures like the singer Schlomo Carlebach, with the 
Bratslav Chassidim and their alternative lifestyle, and various mysti- 
cal and Kabbalistic ventures. 

The ‘social’ aspect of Chabad’s work seems particularly to have 
influenced Reuven Elbaz, who in the 1960s founded the Or Hachay- 
yim (‘The Light of Life’) network of yeshivas, schools and adult 
study centres (kollelim), whose ritual and intake are distincdy Sephardi, 
and which today is very closely tied in to the political and religious 
agenda of Shas. It was prominent among the organisations receiving 
state funds for taking in ‘difficult’ cases and by 2000 its students were 
receiving monthly stipends like other full-time yeshiva students. 
Elbaz is recognised for his courage and patience, having started out 
in ‘the billiard halls’ seeking out the most marginalised of Israeli 
Jewish society. The students in Or-Hachayyim are ba’alei t’shuva who 
often tell of their earlier life of dissolution, when they loved 
drinking, partying and worse, and who have now found a wife and a 
vocation in Or-Hachayyim. 

Shas uses techniques of organisation that closely resemble Luba- 
vitch, and they both share the underlying idea that t’shuva — as oppo- 
sed for example to political-secular Zionism — is the way forward for 
the whole Jewish people. But Shas has been shaped by, and has also 
been shaping, its Israeli context and is much more prepared to take a 
full part in secular politics than Chabad and the other haredi commu- 
nities. Shas’s ethnic appeal and political vocation differentiate it from 
Chabad, as do differences on specifically religious practices and be- 
liefs, not least Chabad’s notorious messianism. The insistence with 
which a large faction of the Lubavitch continue to affirm that their 
Rebbe, who died in 1994, was and remains the Messiah, is a partic- 
ularly sensitive point within Judaism 7 (Dein and Littlewood, 1995; 

7 On 22 June 2004, the tenth anniversary of the Rebbe s death, there were two 
commemorative ceremonies in Israel. One was held in the Bat Yam stadium and 
was attended by thousands who believe that the Rebbe still lives but is hidden, the 
other in the Yad Eliahu stadium, which also attracted thousands who straightfor- 
wardly commemorated his death. The former also had a distincdy political tinge 
with talk of the religious prohibition on returning occupied land to Palestinians. 
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Berger, 2001). Indeed it was one of the things which led Rav 
Schach, the most prominent haredi figure in Israel and Shas s found- 
ing patron, 8 to describe Chabad sarcastically as ‘the nearest thing to 
Judaism’. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that when, in our expe- 
rience, the comparison is mentioned to Shas activists, they point out 
very firmly that Shas does not share Chabad s predilection for the 
external expression of religious emotion — dancing, chanting, and 
high-profile displays such as outsize open-air candelabra. By impli- 
cation, they are saying that they do not share Chabad s messianism. 9 
Chabad veneration for their late ‘Rebbe’, which sometimes borders 
on hysteria, has no parallels in modern Jewish history, but it does 
bear some resemblance with the veneration, bordering on a cult of 
the personality, for Rabbi Ovadia Yosef among Shas followers, end- 
lessly quoted and praised in person and in print, and known for 
example as ‘the saint ( tzaddik ) of our generation’. 

There is also a broader context favouring t’shuva movements 
which is neither structural nor supply-led, but political, even psycho- 
logical, and could be described as the receptivity of certain Jewish 
communities or simply certain individuals to t’shuva undertakings. 
As a result they find all sorts of niches in the state and the commun- 
ity. We can observe Chabad Rabbis who have established themselves 
as either officially recognised community leaders or in positions of 
influence, especially over the education of children, in Moscow, 
Madrid, Santiago de Chile, Rio de Janeiro, Sao Paulo and notably in 
weak or vulnerable communities which do not grow their own 
religious leadership (Fishkoff, 2003). In Israel, however, there is a 
collective dimension to t’shuva, shaped by social issues (as we shall 
see) and by the state apparatus. One author spoke already in 1991 of 
a ‘Judaization industry’ with 230 yeshivas, 4,400 returnee students 
and 80 organisations of one sort or another, adding (crucially) that 
‘40 per cent’ of the budget for these activities comes from the gov- 
ernment (Beit-Hallahmi, 1991). The account, based on data from 
the late 1980s, mostly predates Shas or the Sephardi renewal, but 
already found fifty-six branches of Chabad in Israel, and highlights 

8 The relationship did not survive a political dispute after the elections of 1980. 

9 This may well reflect the Lithuanian training of the Shas leadership and their 
application of the Lithuanian ‘method’ in their approach to Rabbinic study, as well 
as their adoption of similar modes of dress for their men, and a certain austerity of 

comportment which Shas shares with the Lithuanian yeshiva culture. 
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the way in which the t’shuva movement has found niches in the state: 
for example, the Prison Service sponsors ‘prison yeshivas’ and instruc- 
tion directed towards ‘Judaization’, and judges tend to reduce sen- 
tences where the convicted person is a returnee. 10 Rav Elbaz’ Or 
Hachayyim would now have to be added to the fist of beneficiaries 
of state subsidies. This indulgence on the part of the state with 
respect both to evangelisation and the ultra-Orthodox generally, is 
also observable, for example, in the tolerance of ‘pirate radios’, dealt 
with in Chapter 6, and in the unwillingness of certain authorities to 
inquire too closely into issues of ultra-Orthodox sensitivity com- 
munity, such as intra-family violence or disputes, even though Shas- 
niks (as Shas followers are popularly known) and other ultra- 
Orthodox do not tire of describing the state as their persecutor 
and the nemesis of religious life generally. However, since the 2003 
elections there has been a reduction in state support for haredi life: it 
is already harder for young men to look forward to a life of full time 
Torah study, and some Israelis think this trend will affect the entire 
t’shuva movement. 

WHAT OBSERVANCE MEANS AND WHO CODIFIES THE RULES 

The simplest and most concrete manifestation of t’shuva is the adop- 
tion of a more observant lifestyle. The individual starts out for exam- 
ple by changing eating habits, by observing the Sabbath, by changing 
just a few areas of daily life. Young men and women still living with 
their parents are encouraged to set aside a niche in the family kitchen 
for their own food, and to make sure they do not alienate their pa- 
rents, at least in the early stages — for one also hears accounts of fam- 
ilies which remain at odds over the change of lifestyle of a member 
and the resulting break in relationships. Women may begin to attend 
classes or discussion groups where they learn what keeping kosher 
involves, when to go to the ritual baths ( mikva ), and what dressing 
modestly involves, often in great detail: the acceptable style of hat, or 
length of skirt or whether Sephardi women cover their heads with 
hairnets or wigs. People brought up in an Orthodox milieu imbibe 
these habits in their own childhood and youth, but those who 

10 Evangelical churches in Brazil also devote considerable efforts to work in pri- 
sons, where prisoners who convert have a better chance of early release, and not 
infrequently then become missionaries on the churches’ behalf. 
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embark on the t’shuva process have to learn them in a more public 
setting in adulthood. 

It is often said, as if it were a self-evident truth, that Judaism con- 
fers upon practical observance of rules and rituals of everyday life an 
importance far greater than most Christian churches, Protestant or 
Catholic, which are taken to place greater emphasis on doctrine and 
belief. However, this is to misunderstand the ubiquitous distinction 
in all religious traditions between the official apparatus and the daily 
religious life of all followers (including the scholars, managers and 
functionaries themselves), sometimes also described as the distinc- 
tion between official or erudite religion and popular religion. In fact, 
there is much similarity between the popular practice of religion at 
least across all Abrahamic traditions, as some call them, and possibly 
to religious behaviour even more generally. The differences are the 
product of bureaucratic and doctrinal elaboration which of course 
has an interest in ‘product differentiation’ and in the pursuit of power 
and the accumulation of wealth (Boyer, 2001). Pentecostal churches, 
which express little interest in doctrine or theology, may appear to 
pay less close attention to the regulation of everyday life than the 
Rabbis who so often refer to the ‘613’ commandments in the Torah, 
in the sense of Pentateuch, and to the centuries of Rabbinical pro- 
nouncements and learned disquisitions, but the underlying reality is 
that the lives of both Pentecostals and ultra- Orthodox Jews are reg- 
ulated by the dynamics of everyday life, and of power, in the com- 
munity. The Halakha or corpus of legal codification, built up over 
generations and assembled most notably by Joseph Karo in the six- 
teenth century in Palestine, which is said to govern daily life, is not 
susceptible of impersonal, rational application and leaves individual 
Rabbis infinite latitude for interpretation. This is particularly evident 
in the light of technological change: how does one apply the prohibi- 
tion of lighting a fire on the Sabbath — to take a notorious example — 
to the era of the mobile phone? In the contemporary atmosphere 
the standard answer is, if in doubt say ‘no’, but that could change, and 
to some extent Ovadia Yosef is himself an exception. So what then is 
the role of the official deliberative and adjudicatory system? 

The need for interpretation of the rules in the light of changing 
circumstances and the immanence of debate and argument in Tal- 
mudic learning might confuse newcomers. An observer schooled in 
an academic or legal discipline might think that it would be hard to 
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explain how, on the one hand, rules must be followed strictly while 
on the other, there is not always — maybe never — a recognised single 
legitimate authority to settle any differences. But that is to misun- 
derstand the nature of authority in the haredi world. Authority in this 
context is embodied in individuals who are taken to be persons of 
great learning and subtle reasoning, but who are also possessed of an 
aura of spiritual authority, observed in the rituals of deference sur- 
rounding their movements and public appearances, and in the wide 
range of their pronouncements and of the subjects on which their 
opinions are sought, and whose authority carries weight well beyond 
a professional specialism. Most Rabbis earn a living as teachers or 
ritual practitioners, administering kashrut , circumcision, marriage, 
divorce, funerals and so on, but prestigious Rabbis, who gain their 
position simply by the number of their followers, can pronounce on 
all manner of subjects. Thus Shas’s spiritual leader Ovadia Yosef has 
pronounced on the acceptability of the water of Lake Galilee at 
Passover 11 and the legitimacy of Israel’s foreign policy. Self-appointed 
Rabbinic groups or councils have on occasion issued authoritative 
pronouncements and even excommunications on no authority other 
than their own. 12 The paradox seems to be that thousands upon 
thousands of yeshiva students and Rabbis subject Rabbinic texts to 
endless examination, yet this has scarcely any relevance to the rules 
governing daily life of even the most observant, many of which — for 
example the male practice of covering the head at all times, or of 
wearing black coats and suits with white shirts at all times, or the age 
sequence of daughter marriage — are not in the texts in any case. 

11 An issue arose in 2004 because the Minister of Infrastructure refused, for tech- 
nical reasons, to block the lake’s water supply to households as had been cus- 
tomary during Passover: apparendy it is feared that the water may contain bread 
thrown into the lake by tourists, and bread is of course strictly forbidden 
on Passover. Ovadia Yosef decided it was acceptable to drink the tap water if 
strained through a piece of muslin. 

12 In the summer of 2004 some Knesset members called on the Attorney General 
to open a criminal investigation into a Rabbi who, during a lecture at a ‘West 
Bank settlement outpost’ had spoken ‘in a philosophical or moral sense’ of a law 
which would make it permissible to kill ‘anyone who transfers parts of the land 
of Israel to non-Jews’. The usual mud-slinging ensued, but the Rabbi himself 
issued a statement saying that ‘under no circumstances should his words be 
interpreted as permission to attack any Jew... since in terms of practical hala- 
kha. . . [the law] does not exist today’. Ha’aretz, 1 July 2004. 
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The observer might ask, if, as is evident, 99 per cent of practices 
are taken for granted and deeply woven into the fabric of everyday 
haredi life, and are never discussed or debated, what is the point of all 
this legal disquisition? The answer is that this ‘learning’ — an English 
borrowing of the Yiddish and German word ‘lernen’ meaning ‘to 
study’ — is not an academic activity in the usual (literal or meta- 
phorical) sense, let alone an adjudicatory activity, but rather a ritual 
activity. The point is illustrated by the head of the distinguished 
Porat Yosef yeshiva of Jerusalem, in an address given at the French 
Hill synagogue, when he said that by learning, scholars save the 
children of Israel and defend the land just as the soldiers do by 
fighting; or, in a more popular context, by the words of a lady who 
dedicates her life to t’shuva work, when she conjured up the image of 
Rabbis ‘with their hair nailed to the ceiling’ to save the Jewish peo- 
ple. 13 In 2002 Ovadia Yosef recalled the yeshiva students from their 
Passover holidays when the Army called up reservists, perhaps on the 
grounds that the Torah students contribute as much to the security 
of the country through their study as the soldiers do with their arms, 
though the motivation may have been more pragmatically political. 
This is evidently a standard sort of analogy: already in September 
2000 in the weekly Shas-supported devotional publication Ma’ayan 
Hasheva (published by the Education Fund for Sephardi Heritage) 
Ovadia Yosef wrote, ‘every page of the Gemara is a gun, every chap- 
ter of the Psalms is a missile.’ 

The learning is undertaken in pairs, and is sometimes punctuated 
by ritualised dispute, in which individuals shout at one another as if 
their lives depended on it. After completion of yeshiva, which is 
broadly that part of their education which can be said to move ahead 
in steps, and after getting married, graduates become full-time attend- 
ants at a kollel where they follow an annual cycle of texts. Their voca- 
tion is to be present at the study venue. The act of learning is even 
physically ritualised, as those studying rock back and forth in the 
same motion as when they are at prayer. 

So undertaking t’shuva involves accepting a certain type of autho- 
rity over one’s life and also, for men, incorporating the ritual of study 

13 It is a very arresting image, though not one we have come across elsewhere: but 
the underlying idea that the masses of people studying Torah contribute to the 
salvation of the world is a very common one. 
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into it. The inter-generational transmission by non-formal, deeply 
embedded, mechanisms of family and socialisation works well for 
communities which have maintained a degree of historical continu- 
ity and are not looking to introduce newcomers. But for the Sephar- 
dim who are adopting Orthodoxy, the fabric of everyday life into 
which orthodoxy is woven must be learned. Sephardi renewal in 
Israel has required, or perhaps has been created by, a framework 
for the construction anew of observance, and thus also for the con- 
struction of authority, producing a novel, quasi-hierarchical Rab- 
binate for the first time since the destruction of the Temple by the 
Romans. 

NORTH AFRICA AND MOROCCO: JEWISH LIFE BEFORE 
EMIGRATION 

Whatever the intrinsic interest of the t’shuva movement, the focus 
here is on its connection to ethnicity and ethnic revival. Hence, the 
following pages provide background on the religious life of Israel’s 
Sephardi population, so that the singularity of this particular, and 
highly successful, version of t’shuva can be grasped. 

Even the name of this population is a matter of divergence, if not 
of dispute. In the early days of the Israeli state, and perhaps until Shas 
came into the limelight, the non-European immigrants, who were 
mostly from the Middle East, were known as Mizrachim, Easterners, 
or edot hamizrach (peoples of the East). Although not geographically 
accurate for those from North Africa, who differed from the Middle 
Easterners in the way they spoke Hebrew, their music and, in small 
but — as always — crucial ways, ritually, the term was extended to 
include them and stuck even as they became the majority of non- 
European Jews. For Shenhav (Shenhav, 2000; 2004) the Mizrachi 
name, which was for a long time more current than Sephardi, and is 
still preferred by some writers (for example Shafir and Peled), was an 
essentialist imposition by the Zionist institutions on a heterogeneous 
set of groups whose individual identity was thereby denied. This 
notion does have some merit, but principally in the sphere of reli- 
gious ritual, and cannot be said to have a transcendent importance 
for the people involved. It would seem that if they themselves did 
express any dissatisfaction with that usage, it was by adopting the 
word ‘Sephardim’, but not by resuscitating their local identities 
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(Moroccan, Libyan etc.)- Eventually the term ‘ mizrachi , as distinct 
from ‘Sephardi’, may have come to reflect a more secular outlook on 
the part of the speaker, but that is not clear. We shall use Sephardi 
because that is how our interlocutors described themselves. 

Pointing to the innovations and the ‘constructions of tradition’ in 
contemporary haredi life is easy, as is enumerating the ways in which, 
despite appearances to the contrary, it is very different from life in 
Lithuania and Eastern Europe generally before the Holocaust. These 
differences include (especially in Israel where it enjoys state subsidy) 
the commitment of men to full time Torah study and the fierce pres- 
sure to have very large families. But this image of innovation, attract- 
ively counter-intuitive as it is, can be exaggerated. Compared to the 
Sephardim the systems and structures of Ashkenazi haredi life, and 
their rhythms and habits of observance, have been less fundamentally 
disrupted by the creation of the Israeli state: the trauma and demo- 
graphic collapse in the Holocaust were followed by demographic 
recovery on a grand scale in Israel and in the diaspora, and the core 
mechanisms of cultural reproduction remained, as for example the 
use of Yiddish, and the institutions and methods of studying and 
teaching, so that change in methods and mechanisms has been evo- 
lutionary. And so, by a curious contrast, the North African commu- 
nities, who suffered no demographic collapse, underwent the loss of 
the institutions which for generations had transmitted their tra- 
ditions, in the wake of migration to Europe, to the Americas and to 
Israel. Somehow, the shock of modernity, the shock of migration to 
Israel — and also, at least in Israel, the shock of powerlessness — cut off 
their contact with their heritage. This provides a clue to the affinity 
between the Sephardi renewal, the placing of Vshuva at the heart of 
that renewal and the centralisation of religious authority within 
Israeli Sephardi Judaism. 

The word Sephardi means ‘Spanish’, and refers therefore, strictly, 
to the descendants of the Jews who were expelled from Spain in the 
late fifteenth century, and whose culture, especially their language 
ladino , also known as Judeo-Spanish, was preserved principally on the 
Northern shores of the Mediterranean — in Livorno, Salonika, 
Sarajevo, Rhodes etc — but also in elite Jewish families in Northern 
Morocco. However, since the mid-twentieth century the word has 
been used in a much broader sense to refer also, and now mainly, to 
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North African and ‘Oriental’ Jewry. Indeed, the Sephardim oflsrael 
are principally people of North African, Middle Eastern, Iraqi and 
Persian origin, whose ancestors’ mother tongue was Arabic or Farsi, 
and whose Jewish dialect in North Africa was Judeo-Arabic, written, 
like ladino and Yiddish, in Hebrew characters. 14 The migration of 
Oriental Jews to Palestine before Independence came from further 
East — Bokhara, Afghanistan — and was often connected to trading 
relations. Its traces are to be seen in the architecture of the Boukha- 
rim neighbourhood just North of Central Jerusalem, where nume- 
rous buildings date back a century or more. These often ramshackle 
compounds belong to trusts, the legacy of merchant families from 
the East (Mussaiouf, Kedourie) who established synagogues which 
still function, in the heart of a devotedly ultra- Orthodox population 
among whom the people of Oriental and North African origin are 
no longer particularly prominent. There is little continuity, save in 
the name, between the pre-Independence, and indeed pre-Yishuv, 15 
Sephardi population, which was somewhat aristocratic (but margin- 
alised during the Mandate by the Ashkenazi Zionist settlers), and the 
post-Independence immigrants from North Africa and the Middle 
East. Those from Iran and Iraq were of a more prosperous and edu- 
cated background, and also arrived in Israel at a slightly more fav- 
ourable time, but those from Morocco, who are the largest single 
contingent, were mostly poor and had benefited from limited mod- 
ern education. They left in the three waves, the first after 1948, while 
the second, which followed the Suez Crisis of 1956, expanded into a 
large-scale evacuation, agreed with the Moroccan authorities be- 
tween 1961 and 1964 (Bin Nun, 2003). Overall 900,000 Jews left 
Arab and Islamic countries after 1948, of which 600,000 went to 
Israel. Of those 600,000, 266,000 came from Morocco, twice as many 
as the next largest contingent, who came from Iraq. In the period 
1952-64 200,000 people came to Israel from Morocco. Another 
30,000 came between 1965 and 1971. The smaller Libyan and Tuni- 
sian communities had departed earlier: 31,000 had left Libya for 

14 Rabbis addressed their congregations in a Hebrew which still bore traces of 
Aramaic. 

15 The ‘settlement’ refers to the pre-statehood Jewish community of settlers in Pal- 
estine distinct, at least initially, from the longer established merchant commu- 
nities mentioned in the text. 
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Israel by 1951 and 40,000 had come from Tunisia by 1960 (Statistical 
Abstract of Israel , no. 50, 1999). The collapse of the Jewish population 
in Arab lands was almost total: by the 1970s the only country with a 
noticeable Jewish population was Morocco, where they numbered 
some 25,000. 

The story of Jews in these countries is, inevitably, still surrounded 
by much controversy, concerning the role of Jewish agents either in 
fomenting panic among the Jews or in paying off Arab politicians. 
The extent of historic anti-Jewish feeling and persecution in Arab 
and Islamic countries is a matter of bitter controversy (Trigano, 2003), 
but compared with the history of ideological anti-semitism and 
physical persecution in Europe, and of the Holocaust itself, it is hard 
to discredit entirely the view that until Jewish-Arab conflict devel- 
oped during the British Mandate in Palestine, 16 Jews lived in relative 
peace with their Muslim neighbours for centuries, especially in the 
more cosmopolitan corners of the Ottoman empire, as has been 
convincingly and eloquently documented for Salonika by Mark 
Mazower (2004) and in Edgar Morins moving autobiographical 
essay (1989). 17 Indeed, in Israel we have on occasion heard positive 
recollections and evocations both by Sephardim, especially the relig- 
ious among them, and by Ashkenazim. Some, but by no means all, 
recall a life of peaceful coexistence with Muslims who, unlike secular 
Israel, were at least God-fearing people, while Ashkenazim can re- 
mark on the lack of anti-semitism in Muslim countries, noting that 
the Jews therefore did not have to build defences, and were left vul- 
nerable only when their traditions were threatened by secularism. 18 
Certainly this coexistence with Muslims had over the centuries been 
punctuated by violent incidents, and under Islamic law the rights of 
Jews, legally institutionalised in the dhimmi system, were subordinate 
to those of Muslims and vulnerable to the whims of a ruler (Choura- 

16 Elie Kedourie, in a famous work (1989), describes the mounting anti-Jewish 
mobilisation in Iraq in the inter-war period in response, apparently, to the 
growing Jewish settlement in Palestine, and the British complicity in this. 

17 Another recent contribution in this vein has been Menocal (2002). 

18 The contrast with Eastern Europe may be overdone, at least until the late nine- 
teenth century brought doctrines of race into European politics. In the Austro- 
Hungarian empire too the Jewish communities were tolerated and — as in North 
Africa — their own leaders (Rabbinical authorities rather than notables) were 
responsible to the state for tax collection (Katz, 1973). 
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qui, 1985). The relationship was torn apart by the Jewish colonisa- 
tion of Palestine, the creation of the State of Israel, the subsequent 
military defeat of an Arab army, and the nationalist reaction to it. 
Also, according to Kedourie (1989), Arab politicians did not hesitate 
to fuel hatred of Jews in their countries — who showed little com- 
mitment to the Zionist enterprise — nor indeed to profit from their 
plight. But Kedourie also has harsh words for the Zionist emissaries 
to Iraq who created a situation in which Jews had little choice but to 
leave. They presented them as ‘rescued’ immigrants who yearned to 
return to their ancient homeland, thus implementing the Zionist 
ideology that strove for the inclusion of Jewish communities all over 
the world within a national framework (Shenhav, 2004). After this 
painful end to more than two thousand years of Jewish life among 
Arab and Muslim populations, there is no basis to a notion that the 
years of coexistence in North Africa might contribute to a positive 
attitude on the part of Israeli Sephardim to Israeli or Palestinian Arabs. 
Indeed, Sephardim show no tendency to give electoral support to 
the less militantly nationalist parties. On the contrary they have clearly 
tended towards the right ever since 1977. The implication of our ap- 
proach and of our analysis of enclaves is that to interpret contempo- 
rary conflicts, ethnic and religious, or even political or economic, in 
terms of their duration over time is misleading: the correlation be- 
tween the depth and the duration of a conflict is at least open to doubt 
and often spurious, and its violence or intensity can be sharpened 
with astonishing rapidity over a brief period and for largely political 
reasons. Thereafter history is written, ancient rubble is dug up, myths 
are created and paranoia is fuelled, until later ‘revisionist’ historians 
and archaeologists, explaining how tradition is invented and com- 
munity imagined, try, with uneven success, to put the record straight. 

Some Israeli academics have described the Sephardim from Arab 
countries as ‘Arab-Jews’ (Shenhav, 1999; 2000; 2004). In this they 
reflect both the view that Zionist agents were engaged in provo- 
cation and scare-mongering to encourage Jews to leave those coun- 
tries in the 1950s and 1960s, and also the social and cultural cleavages 
which later adversely affected so many of them and the next gen- 
eration in Israel. Shenhav’s idea certainly has some merits (as our 
analysis itself shows), and could be defended if all such discussion 
occurred in a clinical, analytically dispassionate environment. But 
such environments do not exist, least of all in the Middle East, and 
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the fact is that the people concerned, whatever their nostalgia for the 
world of their ancestors, would in their vast majority recoil from any 
description of them as Arabs. 

The Head of a haredi school in the North of England, interviewed 
in early 2004, was even more trenchant, expressing a current of opin- 
ion which sees the issue from a cultural and religious point of view: 

... it is a cause of great sadness to me that the Sephardi tradition, a much less 
tampered with and purer tradition, has been completely destroyed by Ash- 
kenazi aggression across the world. There are few yeshivas that learn in the 
style of Sephardim. . . there are yeshivas full of Sephardi people that learn as 
if they came from Eastern Europe and the same is true of lifestyle and cus- 
toms... it has been obliterated by the Ashkenazim. They are yuppy and 
very invasive ... literally upwardly mobile... as in the state of Israel in the 
1940s and 1950s and the 1960s when small groups of Ashkenazim set up 
the political system . . .it is a bit like the grey squirrels and the red ones 
. . .they are just so much more aggressive and so much more determined in 
a sense. 

In Arab countries Jews lived in a world where, despite variations in 
the intensity of religious observance, the central traditions of a Jew- 
ish way of life — the rituals of the life cycle, the taboos surrounding 
sexual relations, the practice of endogamy, the authority of sages, 
as Deshen (1989), eschewing the word Rabbi, 19 calls them — were 
respected and unquestioned. Despite the adoption of a European way 
of life in urban areas such as Casablanca, Mogador and Fez, under the 
influence of the French Protectorate, ‘a remarkably small number of 
Jews became secular, for the abandonment of religious tradition was 
still considered tantamount to heresy by most members of the com- 
munity’ (Schroeter and Chetrit, 1996). There was no equivalent of a 
secularised Jewish intelligentsia developing new ways of being 
Jewish, as occurred in Eastern Europe from the eighteenth century. 20 

The main criterion of secularisation in Europe is intermarriage, 
and although in North Africa intermarriage was quite widely accepted 

19 He does not explain why, but one might infer that he was wanting to use a term 
which could refer broadly to persons exercising judicial authority in the com- 
munity as a whole, and not only in a particular synagogue — a Rabbi then would 
be attached to one synagogue. 

20 The evidence for this non-abandonment of tradition refers to the very small 
number of Jews going to balls and running beauty contests, as indicators of 
secularisation. 
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for women, Jewish women who married Muslim men would totally 
abandon their Jewish identity, while in a symmetrical fashion non- 
Jewish wives would be fully integrated into the Jewish community. 
There was no secular space. Among the majority ‘popular classes’ 
many Jewish men lived a fairly errant life, earning their living from 
peddling, spending months at a time among Muslim populations, 
and away from the mellah — the Jewish urban quarter or village where 
observance was the standard form of behaviour. The image pre- 
sented by Sephardi ideologues today, of an innocent practice of tra- 
ditional faith, embedded in the rhythms of everyday life, untainted 
by the institutionalisation of orthodoxy or of non-orthodoxy, has a 
ring of truth to the reader of these anthropological texts, and indeed 
replays the nostalgic evocations of immigrants when they first came 
to Israel (Deshen and Shokeid, 1974: 98). This is not to say that rules 
were not strictly enforced: marriage and women’s freedom of move- 
ment were as tightly controlled as they were among the Muslim 
population and Deshen reproduces, from the pre-colonial period, 
fairly stringent rulings by sages on these subjects. 

However, North African Jews and their Rabbis were less con- 
cerned with the letter of the law than their Eastern European coun- 
terparts, and tended to follow ‘tradition’ rather than ‘precepts’ (to use 
Shokeid’s phrases again). They were able and indeed obliged by the 
institutional context to preserve a very strong collective identity and 
institutions, but did not defend themselves by codifying daily life as 
happened in the East European Hassidic and mitnaged society. In 
North Africa the temptations of modernity were limited and came 
from foreign powers who, culturally, posed more of a threat to local 
Islamic elites and tended to protect the Jewish and Christian popu- 
lation (Stillman, 1991). Given that the trend towards ever-greater 
stringency on the part of the Rabbinic authorities in European 
Jewish communities was a response to liberalisation from without, in 
comparison, in Islamic countries the frontiers of the Jewish commu- 
nities were more secure, especially as far as the core issue of sexual 
control was concerned. So whatever the variations in behaviour, the 
communal authorities found it less necessary to rule on anything 
and everything: they were less fussy than in Europe. Later, when the 
immigrants came to Israel and encountered a heavy Rabbinic 
bureaucracy and Rabbis with Diplomas and independent resources, 


62 


T’shuva meets Ethnicity: the Shas Religious Project 


they remembered that in their countries of origin that authority was 
less egregious, and less intrusive. Hence a retrospective image was 
constructed of a society in which, because standard, uncontroversial 
behaviour was broadly observant and respectful of Rabbis, there had 
been little need for a repressive religious authority. 21 

Their situation also mirrored Ernest Gellner’s (1982) description 
of Muslim society in North Africa: the Jewish population of Morocco 
was distributed between a class-divided urban population and those 
who lived in villages and practiced the cult of saints — sometimes 
even sharing shrines with the Muslims. The pilgrimages and shrines 
have many characteristics in common with Christian shrines: votos 
and ex- votos, miraculous or unexplained cures, good and bad fortune 
associated with unusual occurrences, apparitions of the saints — who 
were always Rabbis — in real life and in dreams (Ben- Ami, 1998). 
The veneration revolved entirely around magical events and had 
nothing at all to do with learning or Torah, so Muslims too could fit 
in when they were the beneficiaries of miraculous events. In addi- 
tion, several Jewish saints were said to have mediated in personal 
disputes between Jews and Muslims to great effect (ibid.: 1 31 ff ) . 

The majority lived in the urban centres such as Fez and Meknes, 
where the elite, protected by the Sultan and doing business with him 
and his local representatives or power-holders, co-existed with, and 
to some extent sustained, a broad class of artisans and traders, a cle- 
rical class of rabbis teaching in yeshivas and a near-destitute under- 
class (Chouraqui, 1985). Deshen s study of a village mellah , especially 
when compared with his account of the island of Jerba in Southern 
Tunisia (Deshen, 1982) shows also that in Morocco Jewish public 
institutions — religious, educational, charitable and financial — were 
quite underdeveloped, that synagogues tended to be private insti- 
tutions over which the sages had only limited jurisdiction, and that 
sages, dependent on the notables, had to take the realities of power 
into account if they were not to make unenforceable rulings (Deshen, 
1989). A yeshiva head in Petach Tikva in Israel, scion of a long line 
of Moroccan rabbis, whose family name appears repeatedly among 
the saints mentioned by Ben-Ami, told us that in Marrakesh the 

21 Zvi Zohar (1996) makes a detailed comparison of rulings by the father of Relig- 
ious Zionism and a distinguished Palestine-based Sephardi Rabbi to underscore > 
this reasoning. 
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yeshiva received boys from the countryside who had to live by the 
charity of the urban population: the yeshivas themselves could not 
support them. 

However, there is another side to this story, arising from the 
energetic organisation of a haredi network of yeshivas by Rav Ze’ev 
Halperin, who came to Morocco from Jerusalem, via London, in 
1912, the year of the establishment of the French Protectorate (Lupo, 
1999; 2003; 2004a; 2004b). The original reasons for his coming are 
shrouded in mystery, but in Lupo s account he emerges as a man of 
determination and remarkable organisational talents. Coming from a 
learned Ashkenazi tradition and schooled in the austere musar move- 
ment of Eastern Europe, 22 Halperin set up yeshivas in various towns 
on Lithuanian lines, where pupils would engage in full-time study, 
not just study on festivals as was the local custom. He organised 
Rabbis into a Society for the Support of Religion and founded a 
haredi association to create yeshivas, print books, raise funds and, not 
least, to resist the secularising influence of the Alliance Israelite Uni- 
verselle. Such was the bitterness of this conflict that the Alliance, 
according to Lupo, denounced Halperin to the French colonial 
authorities and he was forced to leave. So when today one hears Isra- 
eli Sephardim describing the Alliance as ‘a catastrophe’ they may well 
be reflecting the influence of Halperin down the generations. For 
due to his efforts there arose a generation of Moroccan Rabbis trained 
in the haredi/Lithuanim system, dedicated to resistance against secu- 
larisation, and ready after the Second World War to fill some of the 
enormous vacuum left by the Holocaust in the institutions of Ash- 
kenazi Judaism: after the war an organisation was established in New 
York which enabled some 4,000 Moroccan yeshiva students to leave 
for Europe, and although the trail runs dry, it can be assumed that 
many became Rabbis and a proportion doubtless ended up in Israel. 
This episode adds a further twist to the account below which em- 
phasises the irony of Shas s invocation of a Sephardi heritage even as 
it promotes an ultra-Orthodoxy modelled closely on the Lithuan- 
ian tradition. For it would seem there is a continuity between this 
Moroccan struggle against secularism, conducted by Halperin and 

22 A mid-nineteenth-century movement of yeshiva renewal which emphasised 
introspection and memorising and came to shape much of what is now known 
as the ‘Lithuanian’ yeshiva system (Jacobs, 1995). 
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his pupils, and the Shas project in Israel (Lupo, 2003). When today 
Shasniks evoke their observant North African tradition they may 
possibly be referring to a strain in their past which was already 
heavily influenced by Ashkenazi practices and may therefore have 
been less ‘indigenous’ than they believe. 

Elsewhere in North Africa, though, indigenous Sephardi insti- 
tutions were more independent. On the island ofjerba, off the Tuni- 
sian coast, community institutions — funding the slaughterer, the 
schools, the Rabbis, the publication of books and monthly pamph- 
lets — were made to prevail over the needs of the island’s numerous 
synagogues (Deshen, 1982).Jerba is an example of the intricate con- 
struction of social capital through multiple obligations to support 
community over private or family/factional interests. It seems to 
have been exceptional on account of the sedentary population — as 
opposed to the reliance on migratory work such as peddling found 
elsewhere — though the absence of an elite tied in their turn to the 
political authority, as in Morocco, was also an important factor. 

Rav Halperin and Jerba apart, the overall lack of study centres or 
synagogues under the authority of financially independent Rabbis — 
such as existed in Eastern Europe — rendered the North African 
‘system’ vulnerable when the population transferred to the more 
centralised and bureaucratic environment of Israel. Also, the indi- 
viduals of high local social standing who held North African com- 
munities together lost prestige and power when they moved — often 
together with an entire community — to an Israeli farming coop- 
erative or new town. Their Hebrew was poor, their literacy limited 
and their authority, as persons of a certain family or a certain age, had 
lost its basis in land ownership, while others acquired the skills 
needed to farm or deal with modern bureaucracy. 

The process of Westernisation in North Africa did not feed into 
Jewish nationalism as did modernity in Eastern Europe. European 
influence had taken root among the self-styled Spanish elite of North- 
ern Morocco, encouraged by the schools of the Alliance Israelite 
Universelle, which taught secular subjects in French and encouraged 
a secular, modern outlook. This social divide was replicated in the 
emigration: the more educated and professional people, precisely from 
the Alliance schools, tended to emigrate to France and the Americas 
where many seem to have been very successful in achieving social 
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status in business, politics and the professions, while Israel eventually 
received the poorer, less educated sectors. (Chouraqui, 1985; Miller, 
1996). One detailed and carefully designed comparative study under- 
taken in the 1970s shows a striking contrast between the socio-eco- 
nomic destiny of Moroccan migrants to France as compared with 
Israel, and also between Moroccan and Rumanian migrants to Israel: 
the Moroccan migrants to Israel experienced the most severe initial 
downward mobility of all three groups, independent of their starting 
point, and also the greatest difficulty of all three in recuperating the 
initial setback (Adler and Inbar, 1977). Even today the descendants 
of the emigrants in Israel quite often evoke the contrast between 
their successful cousins in France and the Americas and their own 
position in Israel. 

North African emigration to Israel accelerated as a result of the 
troubles which followed the foundation of the state and the 1956 
Suez Crisis. The communities did have historic ties with Israel, 
through emissaries who came to raise funds and to keep alive the 
memory and shrines of saints and of the great Rabbinical and Kabba- 
listic authorities who had lived and worked in the Holy Land, and 
whose writings — such as the Shulchan Aruch — were revered among 
Arab Jews. But few people had ever entertained emigration as a con- 
crete project rather than a dream, and they were hardly conversant 
with the vision of a Jewish state built on modern democratic prin- 
ciples. Today the activists of Sephardi renewal turn this memory 
against the Zionist establishment, saying that when they left their 
countries of origin their project was to come ‘to the Holy Land, not 
to a secular modern state’. But once the emigration got under way it 
acquired the proportions of a panic: already in 1951 the number of 
European immigrants to Israel was overtaken by those from Africa and 
Asia. The circumstances of their departure from Arab countries may 
well have had quite specific long term implications for them com- 
pared to other migrations: it was not a planned economic migration, 
but compared to European Jews they were not refugees — a fact 
whose denial by the State of Israel is bitterly criticised by the well 
known French Rabbi Shmuel Trigano (2003) . The sensitivities sur- 
rounding this issue are highlighted when we contrast Trigano’s bit- 
terness with Shenhav’s very different, but in its way equally bitter, 
criticism of official Zionism. Taking pains to distance himself from 
the slightest nationalistic bias, Shenhav criticises the Israeli autho- 
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rides precisely for describing the Jewish immigration from Arab 
countries as ‘a “rescue aliya” . ..’ purporting to have ‘saved per- 
secuted Jews who yearned to return to their ancient homeland, after 
enduring ethnic repression and discrimination’ (Shenhav, 2000). 
They were poorly informed about the sort of society which awaited 
them in Israel and were not part of the culture which had produced 
Jewish nationalism and the project of a Jewish state. 

The story of these people’s absorption into Israel is a source of 
regret and disappointment, but not of major disagreement, among 
Israeli commentators (Horowitz and Lissak, 1987; Shafir and Peled, 
2002) . The government of the time was dominated by Ashkenazim 
of Polish and Russian birth or descent. Their motivation in coming 
to Israel was ideological, and their ideology was secularist — to fashion 
a modern society along social democratic lines, radically different 
from the society which they had left behind in their own and their 
parents’ countries of origin. The migrants from North Africa, in con- 
trast, had scarcely been touched by the Holocaust. Even the German 
occupation of Tunisia seems to have had only a limited effect on the 
treatment of the Jewish population there (Weingrod, 1990; Gold- 
berg, 1996). 23 They had little experience of modern culture, demo- 
cracy, socialism, capitalist labour markets, or scientific education. 
Iraqis seem to have been more fortunate in the commercial skills 
they brought and also in the areas where they were settled: being 
close to Tel-Aviv they gained rapid access to the country’s main 
economic centre. Some of our interviews contain bitter recollec- 
tions and reflections of this experience: repeated allusions to how 
‘they cut the off our sidelocks’ and ‘herded us into camps’, not least 
from the son of Ovadia Yosef, David Yosef, and similar language 
appears in the famous ‘Deri video’, the bitter lament of Shas s fallen 
leader which helped the party to resounding electoral success in 
1999. But we also heard less emotional or formulaic accounts of dis- 
crimination, for example from a Moroccan lady who recalled how 

23 See the Introduction to Goldberg, 1996; Weingrod (1990) recounts a story cir- 
culating among Tunisian immigrants in Israel about how a saintly Rabbi saved 
his community by skilful negotiation, and even saved the honour of two young 
Jewish girls by shutting himself up and praying until they were released by their 
captors. This is Rabbi Hayyim Huri, whose tomb, converted into a shrine in 
Israel by his sons, became a very popular place of pilgrimage in Beersheva, as we 
shall see. 
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in Morocco she worked in a bank and had good relations with Mus- 
lims, but that when she reached Israel she was treated as a second- 
class citizen. 24 

Sephardi immigration tripled Israel’s Jewish population in a few 
short years. Many efforts were made to ‘re-socialise’ them into the 
dominant culture (Bar- Yosef, 1968). Following what is now widely 
recognised as a misguided policy, but responding also to overwhelm- 
ing short-term pressures, the governments of the time settled the 
North African immigrants, after the initial period in makeshift 
absorption centres, in large numbers in development towns on the 
periphery of the territory (Aronoff, 1974), and in moshavim — agri- 
cultural cooperatives as distinct from the much more collectivist kib- 
butzim which were the vanguard of the ‘new society’ filled with 
pioneering Ashkenazim. 25 The research of Adler and Inbar, con- 
ducted in 1973-4, again cast light on what they call differential 
treatment of Moroccans, this time in housing allocation, as people 
left the absorption centres, usually after a few months. Compared 
with Rumanians, Moroccans had less choice of housing even at 
equal levels of education: this was extremely important since the 
state subsidised housing heavily and location was extremely influ- 
ential in determining employment and the value of people’s invest- 
ment in a house or apartment (Adler and Inbar, 1977). 

Immigrants from Morocco and Tunisia did not change their re- 
ligious life in a formal ritual sense, but the material and institutional 
underpinnings of that life were no longer the same: the notion of a 
privately owned synagogue did not fit in Israel (although there are 
some here and there), where the Ministry of Religious Affairs pays 
salaries to many local rabbis and innumerable small synagogues or 
prayer-gatherings are run on a cooperative or charitable basis. As 
Aaron Willis states, the identity of Jews from Arab countries was 
maintained ‘by private institutions, or in the private sphere by family, 
customs, authority’ (Willis, 1995). In the North African system, 

24 This is a subject that shapes many popular stories; it is told in many languages 
and on many occasions. For example, a recent film, Turn left turn at the end of the 
road (Avi Nesher, 2004), includes a very emotional scene in which a sixteen year 
old daughter born in Israel in the 1960s shouts at her mother ‘I’m tired of your 
stories of your past life!! Were you all kings living in gold palaces?’ 

2:5 Further statistical documentation of Sephardi deprivation is presented in the 
chapter on Social Movements. 
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which was less formalised, respected individuals would emerge and 
occupy positions of prestige, but in Israel there were not enough spa- 
ces for them all to occupy, leading to disputes. The formally qualified 
Rabbis who might be appointed were in turn unlikely to practice 
the Sephardi ritual. 26 We also read of a sense of ‘dejection, failure and 
self-deprecation in religious matters’ (Deshen and Shokeid, 1974) 
and of a nostalgia for the life immigrants had lost. At the same time, 
there is a hint of coming changes — especially of the more codified 
Orthodoxy promoted by Ovadia Yosef — when Deshen in several 
places contrasts the more uninhibited, personalised style of ritual 
conducted by the first generation immigrants with the more formal 
version of the second generation (ibid.: 108). Of course the majority 
trend in the second generation has been a drift away from religious 
observance, which the t’shuva movement may have staunched but is 
unlikely to significantly reverse. 

Anthropological accounts of state-managed community settings 
in villages or very small towns tend, overall, to portray the difficulties 
experienced by the North African immigrants in adapting to the 
bureaucratic and competitive ways of Israeli society, but Shokeid, in 
his 1998 review of the subject (Shokeid, 1998), also emphasises the 
North Africans’ ‘stronger family orientation and ... the survival of 
wider networks of relatives and community institutions’, though 
there is little reason to believe that these have helped Sephardim find 
their way in Israel’s highly competitive economy. Like others, he also 
highlights the large number of successful places of pilgrimage, which 
have become sites of healing and thanksgiving, of donations and 
blessings, centred, as in North Africa, on the tombs of revered sages. 
These sages included those whose shrines were brought to Israel 
from other countries, ancient shrines such as that at Meron, and con- 
temporary figures who have died in Israel (Bilu and Ben-Ari, 1992; 
Ben-Ari and Bilu, 1994). Consequently, Sephardi religiosity became 
associated in Israeli public space with healing and pilgrimage, super- 
stition and folklore, rather than with religion as an all-encompassing 
way of fife (Weingrod, 1990). Following a classic pattern, the pil- 

26 Thus in one case we read of local squabbles producing an impasse resolved by 
the appointment of a Rabbi who, though of North African origin, did not 
follow the Sephardi rite, and found himself ignored by the community (Shokeid, 
1971 ). 
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grimages are the result of the initiative of individuals with no official 
certification, and annually attract large numbers of people — though 
unlike the classic Christian pattern they have not been subsequently 
co-opted by a religious hierarchy. Pilgrims, drawn in each case from 
particular immigrant groups (Tunisians, Moroccans), participate in 
ceremonials which have developed with no centralised Rabbinic 
control (Deshen and Shokeid, 1974; Weingrod, 1990). In addition, 
several officially recognised folk festivals and hillulot (celebrations 
usually linked to pilgrimages and cures) have grown up starting with 
the Moroccan mimouna on the day after Passover (Weingrod, 1990: 
104— 5), which came to be an annual fixture with a set date, and later 
followed by Kurds, Ethiopians and Persians, each following their 
own traditions. Issachar, in reference to this proliferation of shrines 
and hillulot catering to Moroccans mainly, but also to Libyans and 
others, describes how the practice has straddled the ethnic divide, 
with many Ashkenazim going to Meron for example (as we were to 
witness ourselves) where the supposed tomb of one of the most 
famous Talmudic sages, R. Shimeon bar-Yochai, is visited on Lag 
Be’Omer (a day when haredi Ashkenazi boys get their first haircut, 
among other things), and Sephardim going to the Ukraine where 
the tomb of Nachman of Bratslaw is found at Uman. The first 
attempt to set up a Sephardi party, Tami, was led by the son of 
Makhluf ben- Yosef Abuhatseira, who is buried at Ramleh and 
whose shrine in Kiryat Gat is visited throughout the year by people 
bearing petitions (Ben- Ami, 1998). And one of the most celebrated 
hillulot is that of the Moroccan saint Israel Abuhatseira (of the same 
family) known as the Baba Sali, whose home at Netivot, an im- 
portant site before his death in 1984, has been promoted and devel- 
oped into a major site for healing and touristic activity by his son 
since then. It is principally a Moroccan cult, but attracts many others 
and is also a place with which politicians like to be associated be- 
cause of the prestige of Baruch, the son of the Baba Sali (Bilu and 
Ben-Ari, 1992; Ben-Ari and Bilu, 1994). The tensions between 
these popular celebrations, which are distinguished by an absence of 
barriers or of uniformity of dress and behaviour, and the religious 
habits of ultra-Orthodoxy, were highlighted in 1998 when the Shas 
leader Arieh Deri, a strict Lithuanian haredi from his childhood, 
went to Sfat, probably because it was the place where Abraham Karo 
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composed the Shulchan Aruch, and celebrated Shas s own mimouna 
in an enclosed space — in contrast to the usual open-air festivities 
with their inclusive atmosphere. On this occasion Deri denounced 
the other mimouna celebrations as ‘being forbidden by the Halakha’. 
The Shas mimouna has not, it seems, been repeated. 


SHAS AND SEPHARDI TRADITIONS: POPULAR RELIGION 
AT THE SERVICE OF RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONALISATION 

Shas is today seen by all concerned as the movement of religious and 
political renewal of the Sephardim: its motto (El HaMa’ayan) announ- 
ces a return to Sephardi sources — the wellspring — and a recovery of 
its ancient glories. In Shas s own folk history the description given 
by the movement’s followers of their experience in Israel resembles a 
black legend, according to which the ‘jewel’ or ‘crown’ of the tra- 
ditions of Sephardi Judaism have been destroyed by a cultural on- 
slaught from secularised Zionist Ashkenazim. Yet the religious 
practices promoted by Shas yeshivas and Vshuva campaigns constitute 
a clear departure from the religion of those lands: as the mimouna ex- 
ample shows, Shas stands against the idea of a tolerant or fuzzy- 
edged religiosity, and instead promotes stringency and clear lines of 
demarcation between the acceptable and the unacceptable. Indeed, 
by penetrating the state and the official agencies which disburse the 
‘religious budget’, the movement has established a hierarchy and a 
bureaucracy for the appointment of Rabbis and other religious 
office-holders, in a departure from the localism of Jewish commun- 
ity management in the Sephardi — and indeed European — world. 
According to one view, Ovadia Yosef’s invocation of the ‘crown’ of 
the Shas motto — ‘restoring the crown to its ancient glory’ — refers to 
the codified Shulchan Aruch and not to the religiosity of North 
Africa (of which, coming from an Iraqi background, he has no per- 
sonal experience). The ‘crown’ would thus represent a widely recog- 
nised text which, providentially for the project of an Israeli Judaism, 
happened to be written in Sfat in what is now Northern Israel, and 
which also is the standard source for the modern insistence on 
stringency. There are many comparable examples, like Shas’s encour- 
agement of full-time study as a calling for men, which is an even 
more radical departure from traditional practice for Sephardim (or at 
least for those who remember) than it is for the Ashkenazim. 
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In one sense these trends are standard features shared with other 
fundamentalisms, a rationalisation process which tries to transcend 
popular religion through hierarchical and centralised systems of 
interpretation and adjudication. Indeed, one interpretation of Shas 
has drawn on Max Weber to emphasise its ‘church-like’ character in 
contrast to the model of a sect (Fischer, 2004a). But rationalisation is 
only one face of modern fundamentalism: whatever efforts are made 
to suppress popular religion, be it Sufism in the Islamic case or the 
veneration of local saints and the like in Christianity, the popular, 
uncontrolled invocation of the supernatural merely resurges in another 
form, for example as divine healing or exorcism in evangelical 
Christianity. 

In the case of Shas the creation of bureaucracy is balanced by other 
tendencies within the incipient hierarchy and by unorchestrated 
epidemic mobilisation from below: the centralisation of authority 
currently exercised by the charismatic leader, Ovadia Yosef, who 
heads a Council of Torah Sages and emits halakhic rulings in pro- 
fusion, obviously has a highly personalistic element immune to 
formal impersonality. But also, Yosef himself seems aware of the use- 
fulness of a balance between the world of rulings — the institu- 
tional and popular religion. Thus on the one hand he is said to be 
in favour of keeping to one’s own tradition in minhagim (customs) 
such as matters of liturgy, but on the other he advocates strict Rab- 
binic control — and thus uniformity — in spheres relating to personal 
habits, such as food, sex and Sabbath observance, and of course in the 
crucial sphere of marriage. 

The external rituals of everyday life such as clothing, sexual segre- 
gation and modesty, serve to draw the community’s frontiers and to 
discipline its members, but they are also promoted, as we show in an 
account of an Ovadia Yosef sermon in the next chapter, as devices 
which help to fend off misfortune and gossip — the ‘evil eye’ and the 
evil tongue and to hasten good fortune such as winning a wife, 
having children and winning elections. Such things are a source of 
occasional discomfiture in the Shas leadership because they are also 
ridiculed by the Lithuanian haredim , which is the cradle of the Shas 
leadership, as well as by secular Israelis. 

In the media Shas is often associated, and sometimes sarcastically, 
with the figure of the extremely venerable and very elderly Kabbalist 
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Yitzchak Kedourie, who has been paraded at election rallies and 
whose blessings are thought to be particularly beneficial — as well, it 
is said, as very expensive — at weddings and barmitzvahs. In places 
where Shasniks congregate, such as study centres, and in their homes, 
posters of Kedourie and Ovadia Yosef sit side by side. Yet in our 
interviews his name was barely mentioned. The discomfiture with 
Kedourie in particular emerged during the lead-up to the 2003 elec- 
tions, when Kedourie s grandson and manager presented a separate 
list (with scant success), in protest at the exclusion of himself and his 
associates from the Shas fist. 

In the 1999 election campaign Shas tried to defend the validity of 
Sephardi customs as ranking on equal terms with the dominant lib- 
eral judicial ideology Of course, the arguments were heavily tinged 
with political point-scoring, but they highlighted what we would 
call a drive to draw a quasi-legal ring-fence around Sephardi ‘auto- 
chthonous’ practices by recognising them as peculiar to a particular 
community. The issue had arisen in the elections of 1996 when even 
a Rabbi adopted by the National Religious Party as their ‘spiritual 
mentor’ issued a halakhic ruling against their use. But the Meretz 
party, who stand for the most liberal, secular and cosmopolitan sec- 
tors of Israel’s elite, went further than mere imprecations, and took a 
complaint to the Electoral Commission about the Shas s distribution 
of small bottles of oil to potential voters. These bottles were of neg- 
ligible financial, but high emotional, value and possibly of magical 
power, because they bore a picture of the Kabbalist Yitzchak Kedou- 
rie, at that time a cherished figure in the Shas firmament. They also 
bore the word Shas doubling as an abbreviation for the Hebrew 
words ‘remedy oil’. The complaint was heard by a judge on behalf of 
the Central Electoral Commission and then, when Shas appealed 
against his verdict, by the full Commission, which is made up of pol- 
iticians but chaired by a judge. Meretz even produced an ‘expert in 
the sociology of Jewish religious practices’ (probably the anthro- 
pologist Yoram Bilu) (Barzilai, 2003), their complaint being that 
these bottles were ‘unlawful gifts’ and, unlike the t-shirts or hats 
handed out by other parties, were a type of bribe. Shas argued that to 
ban the distribution of the bottles was an attack on their free speech 
and constituted preference of ‘one public over another’ — that is, 
preference of the secular community and their electoral practices 
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over those of the Shas constituency where reverence for a Kabbalist 
is a standard form of expression, no different from reverence for say 
David Ben-Gurion (ibid.: 271). Barzilai says the ruling, upheld by the 
full Commission on appeal, by which time the election was a few 
days away, constituted a ‘coercive’ use of liberal individualism (ibid.: 
274). Shas of course benefited enormously from this controversy: the 
party presented itself as feared and persecuted ...from inside and 
outside the religious community’, and in any case had distributed 
most of the tokens before the verdict was handed down. 

If Lithuanians ridicule Sephardi superstitions it is on account of 
their Sephardi, not their superstitious, identity. All haY£ditn y Sephardi 
or Ashkenazi, Lithuanian or Chassidic, Utter their conversation with 
wonders and miracles — coincidences in the sacred text, miraculous 
escapes from terrorist attacks, providential marriages: an endless Ust 
of Ufe’s fortunes and misfortunes. In North London’s ultra-Ortho- 
dox community also, Rabbis (and sometimes doctors) tell people to 
‘check your mezuzah’ for any imperfections if they find that med- 
icines do not cure their ills. If a marriage starts to go sour people ask, 
did you pay the shadchan (broker) who helped you to find the hus- 
band or wife? This popular rehgion is subjected to a closer analysis 
in Chapter 6. 

This section has laid out the complex intertwining of ethnicity 
and religious observance, and the many counterintuitive twists and 
turns that have accompanied the pubUc face of Sephardi reUgion and 
of the t’shuva campaign in Israel. It could be seen as an effort to dis- 
entangle rather than demystify, for although some of what has been 
said may seem surprising and might be used to disprove popular 
misapprehensions, that is not the purpose: rather we hope to have 
illustrated a more general phenomenon, already hinted at in the prev- 
ious chapter, which is the distance between social scientists’ need to 
classify, define and demarcate their subject matter, and the promis- 
cuous borrowing which characterises religious practice. Yet at the 
same time, and as we shall see further in the next chapter, the bor- 
rowing across some frontiers does not stand in the way of the central 
concern of t’shuva campaigns, namely to establish and strengthen 
social boundaries. 
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T’SHUVA AS POLITICAL MOBILISATION 

SHAS AND THE CENTRALISATION OF RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY: 

THE ROLE OF THE NEWLY RELIGIOUS 

From the 1950s the ultra- Orthodox Ashkenazim in Israel preserved 
and developed countless study centres for young and adult alike, while, 
apart from synagogues in the community and the official Sephardi 
Chief Rabbinate, the Sephardim had no grassroots religious institu- 
tions they could call their own. They were treated like an undifferen- 
tiated mass, with no regard for the differences among local traditions 
from Morocco to Iran, so even in ‘their’ synagogues they must often 
have felt ill at ease. Whereas Ashkenazi ultra-Orthodox retained co- 
hesion and exclusiveness by creating neighbourhoods of their own, 
and even dominating an entire town in Bnei-Brak, the Sephardim, 
who in any case did not possess a distinct ultra-Orthodox sector, were 
dispersed, often to ‘development towns’ where the population was 
uniformly poor, and consequently lost their community ties. The 
Rabbis who had officiated in their communities of origin seemed to 
have vanished, to have gone elsewhere, or to have lost prestige, while 
Halperin’s Moroccan students and their successors were absorbed 
into Ashkenazi institutions. 

Just as Halperin had done in Morocco so now in the new state 
they took children from the camps in which they had been placed 
on arrival in Israel and put them in their own yeshivas. According to 
Lupo (Lupo 2003; 2004) the prominent Ponievitz yeshiva opened a 
special Sephardi branch in Bnei Brak and some small Sephardi 
yeshivas were opened in development towns, but in time formal 
quotas were imposed on Sephardi entry by those same institutions 
that had encouraged them in Morocco and in the early days of 
North African immigration. These are operative both in the most 
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prestigious yeshivas, where Lupo estimates them at 12-20 per cent, 
and also in the Beit Yaakov girls’ schools, where Sephardi girls have 
been placed and sometimes still are placed in separate classes. By 
2004 there were signs, in the town of Arad for example, that the Beit 
Yaakov network was differentiating into separate schools for pupils 
from different backgrounds, of which one was Sephardi, another 
Chassidic, another ‘Lithuanian’ and so on. Nevertheless, in 1992 — 
the year when Deri led Shas into a government with Labour against 
his wishes — Rav Schach had notoriously said that Sephardim were 
not fit to run their own institutions. Perhaps the unkindest exclusion 
barred Sephardi bachurim (yeshiva students) from marrying the 
daughters of members of the Lithuanian community. But this is not 
often mentioned, and perhaps Sephardim see that particular exclu- 
sion — as opposed to the institutional discrimination — differently, 
less as discrimination than as normal endogamy. Arieh Deri was 
referring to the institutions, not marriage, when he said in 1997 that 
‘racism in South Africa is as nothing compared to the treatment of 
Sephardim in the ultra-Orthodox school system. . .ultra-Orthodox 
Ashkenazim have racism in their blood’ (Daniel Ben- Simon, quo- 
ting Lupo, in Ha’aretz, 9 July 2004). On the other hand, in an 
interview with us in December 2004 his response to the issue was 
guarded: this exclusion had ‘some basis in different customs’, he said, 
implying that though he found it distasteful, even hurtful, he did not 
want to make an issue of it. And in the yeshiva world this tacit 
exclusion is particularly sensitive because the custom has been, for 
generations, that the yeshiva head marries his daughters to promising 
students who may eventually succeed him, rather than rely on the 
lottery of father-to-son succession (Friedman, n.d.). 

The only Sephardi religious activities to gain any fame, as explained 
in the previous chapter, were associated with healing and pilgrimage, 
which in Israel’s secular culture means religion as a pastime or 
periodic diversion, as superstition and folklore rather than a way of 
life. Eventually, during the tenure of Ovadia Yosef as Sephardi Chief 
Rabbi (1973-83), something began to change: he himself was infu- 
riated by the contemptuous treatment meted out to him by the Ash- 
kenazi ultra-Orthodox leadership, with whom he sat on various 
bodies. Despite his own distinguished scholarly record and prodigious 
knowledge of Talmudic texts, and despite his famously brilliant 
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record as a yeshiva student, Yosef was frozen out and also denied a 
third term in the post. 1 Nonetheless, as we know, his influence grew 
and grew, and inside the yeshiva world the Sephardi presence also 
grew: by 1998 there were almost as many Sephardi yeshivas (462, all 
‘Lithuanian’) as Ashkenazi Lithuanian (488), 2 and between 1980-4 
and 1990-3 the number of pupils in Sephardi yeshivas grew by 42 
per cent, compared with 15 per cent for the Ashkenazim (including 
Chassidic and National Religious institutions). Of course, these 
growth rates are unsustainable in the long run, since in principle 
none of these students participates in the labour force and all have 
entitlements from the state. 

The political sequel is told elsewhere: here we consider what doc- 
trinal, or ideological path was open to Yosef and his associates when 
they considered the formation of a Sephardi religious movement. It 
would be religious because Yosef as leader was a man of haredi con- 
victions, and his associates, who convinced him to take the political 
route, were graduates of Lithuanian yeshivas and therefore practi- 
tioners of haredi Judaism, but also perhaps for other reasons. The 
failure of a more socialist, or class-oriented, approach to the mobili- 
sation of the Sephardim — such as the Black Panther movement at 
the end of the 1960s, or of the only moderately religious Tami party 
in the early 1980s — may have shown that emphasis on social welfare 
had a limited chance of success in an ethnic-based movement. 

In formulating their heavily religious appeal, the Shas leadership 
could impose an ideology from above. There was not a network of 
prestigious grassroots Rabbis or of many direct heirs to a religious 
authority transmitted from the past, especially the Moroccan past. 
Indeed, there was a history of disputes and differences between Yosef 
and those who did exist — including Abuhatzeira, the son of the 
Saint of Beersheba. The Shas leadership therefore developed a 
mechanism derived at first from Yosefs tenure as Sephardi Chief 

1 Even in 2001, Ovadia Yosef did not attend the funeral of Rav Schach, though 
Arieh Deri, the former Shas leader, did, along with tens of thousands of others. 
(Deri was given leave from prison for the purpose.) Word has it that this was be- 
cause Rav Schach had once said no Sephardi was worthy of being a Chief Rabbi. 

2 In addition to the Lithuanian Ashkenazi yeshivas, the Chassidim had 250 and the 
National Religious ‘Yeshivot Hesder’ numbered 282. The total number of stu- 
dents in these institutions had been 148,933 in 1995, and rose to 186,313 in 1998 

and 209,000 in 2001 (Lupo interview, March 2004). 
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Rabbi and then from his de facto prestige as supreme Sephardi autho- 
rity. Because of the weakness of grassroots Sephardi institutions they 
had to look to resources provided by the State to develop a religious 
apparatus, and for that purpose they had to build up a political 
movement and a presence in the Knesset and in government. 

The weakness of grassroots institutions and the rupture with the 
heritage, as well as the absence of institutions for the education of 
potential Sephardi Rabbis in a distinctive approach to Rabbinic law 
and knowledge, meant they had to develop a new system. This of 
course was based on what the leadership had learnt in the Lith- 
uanian yeshivas, and much could be said about the content of the 
system, but the crucial innovation was the practice of a centralised 
religious authority, created to fill the void described above. It should 
be noted that Israeli Chief Rabbinates are administrative and also 
judicial bodies, dealing principally with kashrut and marriage and 
other matters of personal status law, such as inheritance, if the parties 
involved agree to seek their judgment. They are part of the state 
apparatus, and Chief Rabbis are not ideological leaders nor, even 
though they are highly regarded, do they have greater authority in 
matters of Talmudic learning than some others. 3 Ovadia Yosef, in 
short, is the first person to introduce a centralised theological autho- 
rity in the history of modern Judaism. He is also the dominant 
Sephardi Rabbinic authority in Israel, increasingly recognised among 
Sephardi communities worldwide, and is gradually developing a 
form of being Jewish — encompassing every aspect of ritual, liturgy, 
daily life and infinitely more besides — which draws on tradition, but 
has the overarching new features of being unchallenged and being 
codified in his myriad of ‘rulings’. In other communities people will 
consult ‘their’ Rabbi: the Chassidim will go to the head of a particu- 
lar sect and the Lithuanians to the head of a yeshiva. The ‘modern 
Orthodox’ will have theirs and outside Israel the Reform, the 
Liberals and all the many others will also have theirs. But Sephardim 


3 For example, in 2000 the Sephardi Chief Rabbi, Bakshi-Doron, was threatened 
with ostracism because the most powerful Rabbis said he took too flexible a view 
on the observance of the jubilee year' rules, laid down in Leviticus, according to 
which fields must be left fallow one year in seven. The other Rabbis opposed the 
repetition of a casuistic device to get around the rule which had been in force for 
decades. He backed down ( Ha’aretz , 5 September 2000). The outcome meant that 
products grown on land that was supposed to be fallow were labelled ‘not kosher’. 
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in Israel do not have these sub-divisions; if they seek a religious view 
or ruling, the ultra-Orthodox among them either go direct to Ova- 
dia Yosef or, if they do consult a local Rabbi, expect him either to 
refer a case to Yosef or to rule in accordance with Yosef’s own rulings. 
Most (though not all) Sephardi Rabbinic offices — i.e. community 
Rabbis — in Israel are appointed personally by Ovadia Yosef, and 
thus far they are unrivalled by a caste of yeshiva-based sages. Lesser 
Sephardi authorities include some in the National Religious move- 
ment, which is not part of the ultra-Orthodox world, and the 
Tunisian yeshiva A 1 Kisei Harachamim in Bnei Brak, which discreedy 
propagates a specifically Tunisian mode of prayer and pronunciation, 
and produces widely used editions of liturgical and study texts. 

These delicate gradations and sensitivities of the haredi world are 
important, but it is the campaigning for t’shuva and the inclusion of 
ba’alei t’shuva at all echelons including its senior political leadership, 
which sets Shas apart. T’shuva is, and perhaps has to be, the central 
mission of Shas, an integral part of its institution-building project, 
and the recruiting ground for the core activists and followers. This 
stands in contrast to Chabad, who propagate t’shuva but do not 
accept the newly ‘converted’ as full members — i.e. as marriage 
partners — for a generation or more. 

Shas needed many more people and more diversified talents than 
could be found among yeshiva graduates: they needed activists, polit- 
ical agitators, teachers and skilled personnel of all sorts to advance 
their cause. So it is not surprising to find ba’alei t’shuva among Min- 
isters, or prominent members of town councils in Jerusalem and 
Petach Tikva (to name but two). Our interviews with highly placed 
people in the Shas educational network tell of the great difficulties 
they faced in getting proper funding for the Sephardi establishments 
within the traditional ultra-Orthodox apparatus which controlled 
both state-provided and donated funds for religious education. In 
the absence of institutions or of a system for the education and train- 
ing of Sephardi religious personnel, Shas pursued political bargain- 
ing power so as to build new ones under the financial sponsorship of 
the state, and then brought in existing, but dispersed, Sephardi rabbis 
and learned people to staff them. Presumably, these yeshivas and their 
graduates were only too happy to escape the oppression and discrimi- 
nation they complain of in Ashkenazi institutions and start working 
in Shas institutions. All this constitutes what in French is called encadre- 
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ment , and produces a home-grown religious Israeli Jew as opposed to 
the secular Jew shaped by earlier Zionism (Almog, 2000). 


THE MACHINERY OF T SHUVA 

It is now possible to place in context the affinity between the Shas 
idea of t’shuva and the need to provide a set of religious beliefs, 
practices and processes. One might have imagined that a social-dem- 
ocratic, welfarist discourse, or a straightforwardly primordial ethnic 
appeal unencumbered by the sacrifices of t’shuva , would have been 
more appropriate for the political mobilisation of an underpriv- 
ileged mass in a modern democracy, but instead Shas leaders chose 
the themes of religion and family. 

Of course this leadership, emerging from the yeshiva, could hardly 
have chosen any other discourse or appeal than the religious. They 
had lived this fife since childhood and had no other outlook on the 
world. The Israeli state was founded by social democratic parties 
whose leaders had been schooled in a Leninist style of party organi- 
sation, so to adopt a social democratic ideology would have been to 
join the secular enemy. The welfarist discourse had been that of 
Labour, who had lost their privileged claim on the Sephardi vote in 
the 1970s. Nor would an appeal for a technocratic programme of 
carefully planned or targeted benefits have made much sense to 
them: from their vantage point in the haredi world, the welfare state 
was a corporate system which responded to pressure from well 
organised interest groups, and also which entrusted its own adminis- 
tration to those groups — viz. the trade union movement (the 
Histadrut, which ran a vast public sector of industries for decades), 
and the haredi sector, which managed its own education system with 
resources provided by the state to Agudat Yisrael, as well as the 
kosher certification apparatus and Rabbinate. They did not, in all 
probability, perceive Israel’s elaborate welfare state as a system of 
programmes, but rather, as argued, one of enclaves. 

So Shas gravitated towards the themes of ethnicity, religion and 
family. Returning to religion was a way of reconstituting families 
that had been disorganised by poverty and marginality because so 
much of religious life was in the family, but also because it was 
accompanied by a strong rhetoric evoking the lost respect for 
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parents. Secular Israel had undermined this respect with its permis- 
siveness and its hostility to the traditional values which the first 
immigrants had brought from their countries of origin. The dis- 
course of victimhood still leads Shasniks to blame the secular Zionist 
elite for this disruption of their way of life, and as if to emphasise 
their rejection of that elite and its secular institutions they proclaim 
Vshuva , rather than improvements in secular education or similar 
modern welfare provision, as a remedy. 

Adopting the religious discourse did have successful precedents: 
the small ultra-Orthodox parties which, though full participants in 
political life, have never fully recognised the legitimacy of the 
Zionist state, and the National Religious Party, have been ever- 
present fixtures on the political scene, as successful public represen- 
tatives of the yeshiva world, defending their enclaves in education 
and territory, and propagating the imposition of public Sabbath 
observance and, in the case of the NRP, the defence of the West 
Bank settlers. The class discourse had been tried by the Black Pan- 
thers and other local neighbourhood movements in the 1970s, and a 
modernist, ‘soft’ and tolerant ethnic discourse by the ephemeral 
Tami party (Aronoff, 1974; Willis, 1995), so these experiences might 
have strengthened Shas’s inclination to place religion at the forefront 
of their political appeal. As Peled (1998) has said, by adopting a 
religious discourse Shas enabled its followers to integrate further in 
Israeli society — something which is less surprising in the Middle 
East than in Europe. But the additional element of bringing the 
highly dynamic Vshuva campaign into politics was new, setting them 
apart from the standard discourse of defending a traditional status 
quo and resisting change at all costs. 

One can see that if the discourse was to be religious and the party 
to be a mass party — in contrast to the inward-looking parties of the 
Ashkenazi haredi community — then Vshuva, and the creation of a 
Shas cadre staffed, among others, by ba’alei Vshuva, would fit, and 
might indeed be essential, since the truly observant Sephardim were 
too few in numbers. Also, by creating an apparatus, the ba’alei Vshuva 
could be attracted by the prospect of obtaining jobs, as school- 
teachers, as administrators and as public servants in ministries headed 
by Shas politicians — as indeed came to pass. 


The machinery of Vshuva 
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The Shas method of bringing individuals ‘back’ to religious observ- 
ance is proclaimed as ‘softly, softly’, in contrast to others who might 
push individuals towards sudden and dramatic changes. The head 
of a Bet-Shemesh kollel, who is also a leading political figure in this 
rapidly growing town with its proliferating enclaves of Anglos, 
Russians, haredim, modern orthodox and more, is eager to point out 
that Shas does not seek to tear families apart, in contrast to the fears 
in the secular world that people who become religious never speak 
to their parents again. But however cautious the approach, the 
adoption of new habits of dress and eating, new rhythms of waking 
and sleeping, will inevitably still lead to a redrawing of boundaries 
among an individual’s family and social network, and certainly, when 
talking about their own return in retrospect, people do not describe 
it as a gradual process. The adoption of religious observance brings a 
person or family into a delineated group, placing them inside bound- 
aries marked by patterns of behaviour, dress, language and so on. 
T’shuva involves joining a different social milieu, with inevitable severe 
disruption to individuals and families. This has been interpreted, in 
the terminology of Pierre Bourdieu, as rewriting the rules of cul- 
tural, religious and symbolic capital, among others, as Shas builds an 
entirely new ‘field’ (Yadgar, 2003). 

The change of patterns of daily life, of religious observance through 
fulfilment of mitzvot — an absolutely fundamental concept meaning 
commandments, but also good deeds, or the right deeds — must, if 
sustained, constitute a traumatic, albeit self-imposed experience. It is 
not one which individuals, or families, pass through alone: once they 
have embarked on the process, they are accompanied by Rabbis, 
activists, busybodies, people inviting them to meetings, study sessions, 
unpaid weekend ‘seminars’, celebrations, collective activities of a 
commemorative or ritual nature, and more besides, all of which 
combine to instil in the individual a sense of obligation and, if there 
is backsliding, or the temptation to backslide, of guilt. One tangible 
form of pressure comes through the schooling of children. Shas 
schools are of particular value to parents who attach importance to 
keeping their children off the streets, to a longer than average school 
day and to transport to and from school. But if their children are to 
remain in these schools, especially in those which cater to people 
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engaged in the t’shuva process, parents must take care to observe the 
Sabbath, the dietary rules and, not least, proper and respectable 
behaviour; they must banish bad language and streetwise habits. 
Parents also may learn observant practices from their children; they 
may indeed be pressured by their children to adopt increasingly 
observant practices. Teachers are liable to learn of deviations, from 
the parents’ own children, from other children, or from observing 
how children behave, and school directors may as a result transfer 
children to other schools, which cater for a less religious clientele. 4 
The commitment and involvement of the Shas teachers and school 
inspectors also leads them, for example, to organise parallel activities, 
such as the inspector who arranged fortnightly talks for parents on 
the subject of ‘peace in the home’ (a favourite haredi theme). These 
inspectors, and many teachers, are committed activists, who trans- 
form the provision of a service into an enveloping social network. 

The t’shuva process attracts numerous organisations and campaigns, 
pundits, publicists and preachers. They all find different niches, they 
play complementary roles and, in an essentially competitive context, 
they connect with one another in all sorts ways, without in any sense 
following a common coordination: some organise mass meetings, 
some distribute cassettes, some organise small sessions in private 
homes, and so on more or less ad infinitum. If you go to a meeting 
you will have cassettes foisted upon you, you will be offered an invi- 
tation to a seminar, and you will almost certainly make a charitable 
donation. An Ashkenazi ultra-Orthodox pirate radio broadcaster 
said to us, dismissively, ‘ t’shuva is for Sephardim’. But our observa- 
tions show that the range and variety of evangelical operations on 
offer in Israel cut across divisions of class, ethnicity, age and location. 
Some are organised institutionally, others are funded institutionally 
but operate with volunteers and little institutional control, much of 
the proselytism is conducted on the air waves by ‘pirate radios’, 
described in Chapter 6, and there is something for all classes, ethnic 
groups and religious tastes, from ultra-Orthodox and Chassidic to 
New Age. 

An organisation of secular people concerned about these activ- 
ities, Am Chofshi (‘a free people’) has listed on its Chofesh (‘freedom’) 
website the strategies, tactics and devices used to draw people — as 

4 Information from Directors of schools in Bet Shemesh and Petach Tikvah. 
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Chofesh would see it— into the t’shuva process. The account divides 
the t’shuva operation into two parts: the penetration of society and, 
once the new adepts are inside the yeshiva world, the restructuring 
of every aspect of their lives, language, dress and so on. 

The penetration of society is undertaken through public meet- 
ings, which can bring thousands into a stadium or a few hundred to 
a theatre, as well as house meetings which bring a few individuals to 
a private home. At the big meetings celebrities tell of their own con- 
version and activists preach the benefits of t’shuva, appropriate speak- 
ers being produced for different types of audience. In this context 
the audience is flattered, the future after their ‘return’ is pictured in 
rosy colours, bathed in love and family harmony. This is not quite 
the discourse one hears from Shas, or Chabad, in which there is 
more emphasis on rejoining a lost tradition, on the obligation of 
people born Jewish to maintain their traditions and identity, and on 
the instilling of a sense of guilt if they do not. The organisations de- 
picted in the Chofesh website seem to distance themselves from the 
repressive, pleasure-denying aspects of Jewish observance and 
borrow something from New Age: they focus instead on the future, 
on happiness and love, on the healing, or at least better health, which 
follows a change of life (‘catch people when they are sick’). Group 
leaders or ‘ammateurs’ look for ways of persuading people that they 
are already, in their heart of hearts, half-way there. 

The document, which confirms — and may even draw upon — a 
similar account in Mazlish (1984), emphasises the quasi-psycholo- 
gical tricks in which the missionaries of t’shuva are trained, and their 
optimistic, forward-looking, health-oriented promises bear a strik- 
ing resemblance to those one encounters among Christian evangeli- 
cal organisations. One difference, though, is that they do not promise 
the material wealth which is so popular among Pentecostal churches 
influenced by the Health and Wealth Gospel. 

The techniques used are elaborate: group leaders in role-playing 
sessions exchange the roles of believers and doubters with seminar 
participants; people are persuaded that their presence is itself a com- 
mitment, and made to feel guilty if they do not continue; in small 
meetings a participant may be stopped in their tracks with embar- 
rassing questions. The seminars, even residential weekends, are very 
cheap and sometimes almost free of charge, but this again builds a 
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sense of obligation to attend sessions described as ‘marathonic’, to 
remain in touch after the seminar, possibly to make donations, to 
pass on names of potential converts, and to pass the word around 
acquaintances in furtherance of the cause. The movement commu- 
nicates with potential followers more through personal contacts and 
pirate radio than through public advertisements and announcements. 

Once the ‘convert’ is inside the yeshiva world, the picture chan- 
ges, as Chofesh describes it, from ‘softly-softly’ to root and branch 
eradication of a convert s previous life. By now they have been cut 
off from their old friends and family and are subject to a ‘resocialisa- 
tion’ process. They acquire a different material basis, take new jobs — 
or none at all if they are studying full time in a yeshiva — receive moral 
guidance from a tutor or Rabbi, and join a new social network. In a 
striking phrase, a tutor from the Netivot Olam yeshiva for returnees 
in Bnei Brak described one of his pupils as having ‘well and truly cut 
the lines’, 5 and he used the phrase more than once. It reminds us that 
the cutting of ties to family, inflicting severe emotional pain on pa- 
rents, which Shas Rabbis say they take care to avoid, is widely obser- 
ved among European and North American returnees after leaving 
their secularised background (Podselver, 2002). 

The Am Chofshi account is self-evidently about Arachim. We 
had the opportunity to observe how missionaries are trained under 
Arachim s auspices at a three-day Arachim course in Jerusalem. The 
course was attended by people from a variety of sects and commu- 
nities — Chabad, Lithuanians, people from Sephardi institutions — all 
of whom paid a fee of about $30 per day. Expert male speakers 
included a Professor of Physics from Bar-Ilan University, and they all 
demonstrated experience and sophistication in their style and content 
of delivery. They spoke in front of an audience carefully divided by a 
partition separating men and women, and averted their gaze when 
addressed by the women. Despite a formal requirement that women 
present their questions in writing — while men could ask their 
questions orally — women did in fact intervene in discussions. Those 
present were almost all dressed according to haredi custom — the men 
bearded and in black, the women in modest clothing and with their 
heads covered. One speaker addressed the issue of science, explaining 

5 The conversation was in German and the phrase used was ‘er hat sehr gut die linee 

geschnitten . 
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notions utterly unfamiliar to an astonished audience such as black 
holes and the big bang’ — but when questioning reached a certain 
point he said he could go no further without consulting his superiors. 
Another speaker used standard notions from management education, 
but invoked quotations from great Rabbinic authorities such as 
Maimonides in support. Several sessions were designed to help the 
listeners improve their persuasive skills, with titles such as ‘emotional 
intelligence’, ‘how to speak in public’, ‘how to give a class’, ‘the 
image of an ideal teacher’ and ‘teacher training’. ‘Say you want to 
“share” not to teach’; ‘show love for your audience’; ‘look them in 
the eye’; ‘encourage participation and show respect for the audi- 
ence’s traditions — for example by using a Sephardi accent when 
officiating at a Sephardi wedding.’ ‘Rely on emotional intelligence: 
it is hard to convince an audience’s head — you have to go for the 
heart; go for the positive line — do not use scare tactics.’ A third 
speaker focused on how to speak to sceptical academic audiences, an 
Arachim speciality. 

Arachim s ‘soft’ approach to evangelisation is not an isolated ex- 
ample: there has for some time been a flourishing international pam- 
phlet industry in which guidance is offered in the light of both 
scientific and Rabbinic sources for living an observant life (Caplan, 
2003). In the newly built and predominantly ultra-Orthodox Jeru- 
salem neighbourhood of Ramat Shlomo, Rabbis who dominate the 
local community council — a non-decision-making deliberative body 
known as the Minhelet — invite professionals such as experienced 
educators and child psychologists to discuss issues like disciplining 
children or family problems in general. Sensing that their followers 
may overstep boundaries of what is acceptable, they invite speakers 
who can adduce Biblical examples for modern concerns. 6 

Other organisations appeal to different groups of the population, 
attempting to adapt their answers to their different needs. Yad 
leAchim (Brothers’ Hand) has existed for many years and its purpose 
is to struggle against Christian missionaries, though it also helps 
to bring children into Shas kindergartens. ‘Malcot David’ (David’s 
Queens) is an organisation that attempts to strengthen women’s 

6 According to the social worker attached to the Minhelet, requests from residents 
for subjects on which they wish to hear these talks focus on family problems and 
‘limits to beating your child’. 
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approach to religion as a bridge to their husbands and family. There 
are also organisations dealing with women married to Arab men, 
seeking to bring them back to Judaism, and an organisation named 
Shofar, linked to the evangelical preacher Amnon Yitzchak. Shofar 
organises his personal appearances and distributes cassettes, CDs and 
videos — often free of charge in public places such as road inter- 
sections, or in people s letter boxes. In contrast to the anonymity of 
Arachim, Yitzhak is promoted as a unique high profile public figure. 
He sees his role as promoting t’shuva , and then encouraging his lis- 
teners to go to a Rabbi or institution to enter the process. We shall 
hear more of him when we come to the m edia and popular culture 
in Chapter 6. 

In contrast to Arachim, which as a support organisation provides 
services to clients of all kinds, the Netivot Olam yeshiva, also created 
by the Lithuanians, has hardly any Sephardi pupils or students. 
Sephardi ultra- Orthodox institutions have their own evangelising 
organisations, of which Or HaChayyim is perhaps the most pro- 
minent. It is in principle open to people of varied backgrounds, but 
the position of its leader in the Shas Council of Torah Sages is but 
one of many features which identify it with Shas and with Sephardi 
identity: the form of service in its yeshivas is Sephardi, its students go 
out to campaign or demonstrate on behalf of Shas, and when Ovadia 
Yosef visits them he is greeted with ovations, hand-kissing and cries 
of ‘he is the tzaddik of our generation 5 . To these new recruits Or 
HaChayyim proclaims their North African and Middle Eastern 
heritage of a religiosity free of discrimination in the search for a 
marriage partner, or of conflicts between the Orthodox and the 
secular — indeed free of secularism itself But these are to some ex- 
tent minor differences: in the image of established ultra-Orthodoxy 
in Israel and elsewhere, Or HaChayyim draws its initiates gradually 
in the direction of stringency, as frontiers harden on all sides. 

According, once again, to the Chofesh website, yeshivas for the 
newly religious begin by wiping the slate clean and pressing a person 
to renounce worldly interests such as money and sex, devaluing all 
that has gone before in their fives. Then follow two further stages in 
which the person identifies with the new way of life and learns what 
is required of him, and then adopts a new language — what some 
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might call a jargon. This, according to the website, even goes to the 
extent of a final stage in which the individual communes with God 
and confesses his doubts and depressions. All this is complemented 
by provision of living quarters for men in full time yeshiva study and 
eventually housing in neighbourhoods built for or heavily occupied 
by ba alei t shuva. This ability to gain control over peopled lives is 
linked by Chofesh to active campaigning for recruits to t’shuva in 
prisons — like Pentecostals in Brazil and probably elsewhere. Chofesh 
claims more than a quarter of students in yeshivas for ba’alei t’shuva 
are ex-prison inmates, while the t’shuva movement itself often pro- 
claims its success in preventing prisoners who return to religion 
from reoffending (see also Beit-Hallahmi, 1991). 

In Israel, where returnees are becoming a routine feature of the 
social landscape, all sorts of people will tell with surprise about a 
relative or friend who suddenly ‘turned’ to religion. A range of 
t’shuva ‘options’ are on offer, some ‘softer’ and others ‘harder’, some 
for Sephardim others for Ashkenazim, not to speak of those for 
Americans (e.g. Or Sameach Light of Happiness — an early foun- 
dation) and doubdess others. There are reports of organised efforts to 
catch young Israelis on their backpacking tours of India and Latin 
America. This is almost a standard rite of passage post-military serv- 
ice, and apparently the backpackers find a Sabbath or Passover wel- 
come from missionaries in their regular haunts in Lima, Buenos 
Aires or Kathmandu. Kathmandu, just as Chabad has a ‘house’ on 
university campuses in the US and the UK, in addition, outside 
Israel, to many other facilities for people to adopt, or readopt, the less 
stringent Reform or Liberal versions. 

In the Sephardi world in Israel, the Or HaChayyim yeshivas for 
ba alei t shuva and Shas schools undertake a systematic approach 
comparable to the training of cadres. The new adepts are propor- 
tionately far more numerous in this Shas-related world than in the 
established Chassidic and haredi world in Israel, since Sephardi ultra- 
Orthodoxy is such a recent phenomenon, as the research of Nissim 
Leon, described below, illustrates, and also since t’shuva is the top 
priority of the most powerful organisations identified with Sephardi 
Judaism. 

Within this array of options the path advocated by Arieh Deri, as 
explained to us in an interview, is the ‘softer’ version, in the sense 


86 


T’shuva as Political Mobilisation 



approach to religion as a bridge to their husbands and family. There 
are also organisations dealing with women married to Arab men, 
seeking to bring them back to Judaism, and an organisation named 
Shofar, linked to the evangelical preacher Amnon Yitzchak. Shofar 
organises his personal appearances and distributes cassettes, CDs and 
videos — often free of charge in public places such as road inter- 
sections, or in people’s letter boxes. In contrast to the anonymity of 
Arachim, Yitzhak is promoted as a unique high profile public figure. 
He sees his role as promoting t’shuva, and then encouraging his lis- 
teners to go to a Rabbi or institution to enter the process. We shall 
hear more of him when we come to the media and popular culture 
in Chapter 6. 

In contrast to Arachim, which as a support organisation provides 
services to clients of all kinds, the Netivot Olam yeshiva, also created 
by the Lithuanians, has hardly any Sephardi pupils or students. 
Sephardi ultra-Orthodox institutions have their own evangelising 
organisations, of which Or HaChayyim is perhaps the most pro- 
minent. It is in principle open to people of varied backgrounds, but 
the position of its leader in the Shas Council of Torah Sages is but 
one of many features which identify it with Shas and with Sephardi 
identity: the form of service in its yeshivas is Sephardi, its students go 
out to campaign or demonstrate on behalf of Shas, and when Ovadia 
Yosef visits them he is greeted with ovations, hand-kissing and cries 
of ‘he is the tzaddik of our generation’. To these new recruits Or 
HaChayyim proclaims their North African and Middle Eastern 
heritage of a religiosity free of discrimination in the search for a 
marriage partner, or of conflicts between the Orthodox and the 
secular — indeed free of secularism itself. But these are to some ex- 
tent minor differences: in the image of established ultra-Orthodoxy 
in Israel and elsewhere, Or HaChayyim draws its initiates gradually 
in the direction of stringency, as frontiers harden on all sides. 

According, once again, to the Chofesh website, yeshivas for the 
newly religious begin by wiping the slate clean and pressing a person 
to renounce worldly interests such as money and sex, devaluing all 
that has gone before in their lives. Then follow two further stages in 
which the person identifies with the new way of life and learns what 
is required of him, and then adopts a new language — what some 


87 


The machinery of t’shuva 

might call a jargon. This, according to the website, even goes to the 
extent of a final stage in which the individual communes with God 
and confesses his doubts and depressions. All this is complemented 
by provision of living quarters for men in full time yeshiva study and 
eventually housing in neighbourhoods built for or heavily occupied 
by ba’alei t’shuva. This ability to gain control over peoples lives is 
linked by Chofesh to active campaigning for recruits to t’shuva in 
prisons — like Pentecostals in Brazil and probably elsewhere. Chofesh 
claims more than a quarter of students in yeshivas for ba’alei t’shuva 
are ex-prison inmates, while the t’shuva movement itself often pro- 
claims its success in preventing prisoners who return to religion 
from reoffending (see also Beit-Hallahmi, 1991). 

In Israel, where returnees are becoming a routine feature of the 
social landscape, all sorts of people will tell with surprise about a 
relative or friend who suddenly ‘turned’ to religion. A range of 
t’shuva ‘options’ are on offer, some ‘softer’ and others ‘harder’, some 
for Sephardim others for Ashkenazim, not to speak of those for 
Americans (e.g. Or Sameach — Light of Happiness — an early foun- 
dation) and doubdess others. There are reports of organised efforts to 
‘catch’ young Israelis on their backpacking tours of India and Latin 
America. This is almost a standard rite of passage post-military serv- 
ice, and apparently the backpackers find a Sabbath or Passover wel- 
come from missionaries in their regular haunts in Lima, Buenos 
Aires or Kathmandu. Kathmandu, just as Chabad has a ‘house’ on 
university campuses in the US and the UK, in addition, outside 
Israel, to many other facilities for people to adopt, or readopt, the less 
stringent Reform or Liberal versions. 

In the Sephardi world in Israel, the Or HaChayyim yeshivas for 
ba’alei t’shuva and Shas schools undertake a systematic approach 
comparable to the training of cadres. The new adepts are propor- 
tionately far more numerous in this Shas-related world than in the 
established Chassidic and haredi world in Israel, since Sephardi ultra- 
Orthodoxy is such a recent phenomenon, as the research of Nissim 
Leon, described below, illustrates, and also since t’shuva is the top 
priority of the most powerful organisations identified with Sephardi 
Judaism. 

Within this array of options the path advocated by Arieh Deri, as 
explained to us in an interview, is the ‘softer’ version, in the sense 


88 


T’shuva as Political Mobilisation 


that he believes people who make t’shuva should keep their jobs and 
stay with their families and neighbourhoods, do their Army service 
and so on. However, the question which arises is whether this softer 
version is sustainable in daily life, given the conflicting pressures 
faced by the individuals involved, as shall be seen in Chapter 6. For 
Deri also, it is important that such people be available to take respon- 
sibility in government and civic organisations. 


Mechanisms for transmitting tradition 

Contemporary religious renewal and fundamentalist movements 
instil and transmit liturgy, and what might be called the technologies 
of the body, through institutions, especially educational institutions 
of many kinds: for children and for adults, paid and unpaid, more and 
less formal. They cannot rely on the family to educate the newly 
converted or those who are reviving traditions discarded by their 
parents and grandparents. Pentecostal Churches in Brazil train their 
own people to induct newcomers, for example by leading study 
groups, and provide newcomers with roles within the church — 
beginning with the simplest tasks such as sweeping the floor. Like- 
wise, the more untutored people are drawn in to the t’shuva process, 
the more nodes of authority are needed to teach them how to 
behave, how to pray, how to undertake a myriad of everyday tasks. 
Shas has, for example, created a womens adult education network, 
Margalit Em Yisrael (Margalit Mother of Israel), named after the late 
wife of Ovadia Yosef, which claims to run 400 womens chugim , 
study groups, with some 50 participants in each. 7 The groups’ activ- 
ities include explanations of commandments for daily life (the 
Halakha), how to humour their husbands, how to keep peace in the 
family, how to increase their self-esteem, how to help other women 
to avoid abortion, how to take the TV out of their home, and out- 
ings to commune with nature or visit tombs of great Rabbis. Shas 
also runs youth clubs through El HaMa’ayan (‘To the source’, not to 
be confused with HaMa’ayan, ‘The source’) an organisation foun- 
ded in 1985 with the aim of developing Jewish values and education. 

7 This organisation is evidence of Ovadia Yosefs relatively positive attitude towards 
women and their role, since he is much more ready than other Orthodox groups 
to give them a central role in the process of t’shuva. 
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These activities are — or were in 2001 — funded by the state under 
the rubric of religious, social or educational activities, and therefore 
politics had to be kept out of group discussions. Nevertheless, the 
unspoken identification of these activities with Shas is not in doubt. 

In the haredi world, childhood is not, so to speak, what it used to 
be. Certainly children are inducted into the rhythms of observance, 
the rituals and taboos of daily life, from the moment they can under- 
stand the words ‘it is forbidden’ (as Isaac Bashevis Singer would say). 
But parents are overburdened with large numbers of children, with 
study obligations and with the need to earn a living, so there is an 
institutionalisation of childhood funded by state subsidies to schools 
and yeshivas. In Israel creches and kindergartens are staffed by haredi 
women who themselves are mothers of many of the children under 
their care: in effect, then, a small group of mothers will be looking 
after each others’ children. Beyond kindergarten, boys spend very 
long hours in school, mostly studying and memorising Rabbinic 
texts, and they may also board at their yeshiva from the age of 
fourteen, after which they are unlikely to return to live for a long 
time in the parental home because once they are out of yeshiva they 
get married. The pattern of parental disempowerment culminates 
with marriage at a very young age, arranged through family ties but 
also sometimes through the yeshiva heads: in Jerusalem, Petach Tikva 
and also in Bnei Brak yeshiva heads told us that they regularly arran- 
ged marriages, sometimes through contacts with the seminaries atten- 
ded by girls between the ages of sixteen and eighteen. 

The development and maintenance of these mechanisms costs 
money, and the ambitions of these movements outstrip the financial 
capacity of their followers, however generously they give. In Judaism 
the change in the modes of transmission and their funding has already 
had far-reaching implications, despite the apparently backward- 
looking or anti-modern content of what is being transmitted. In 
Eastern Europe and in North Africa Jewish communities sustained a 
small number of Rabbis, who also could act as slaughterers and cir- 
cumcisers, and a certain number of educators who taught young 
children. In Eastern Europe quasi-mystical Chassidic tzaddikim 
established, or inherited, Rabbinical ‘courts’, and communities of 
dedicated young men were established around austere yeshiva heads. 
These distinguished or saintly figures established dynasties and were 
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supported by charitable donations and their students’ families. In 
North Africa, as we saw, religious institutions were maintained by 
the patronage of leading local families — except in the remarkable 
case of Jerba. Today these community-based and funded practices 
have given way to worldwide apparatuses of educators, and pres- 
tigious yeshiva leaders teach young men and also part-time adult 
students — who may be professionals and high achievers in their 
secular lives — to a standard where they are perfectly able to outshine 
and overshadow local community Rabbis (Friedman, 1986; Solo- 
veitchik, 1994). In Israel, furthermore, these educational and ‘learn- 
ing’ institutions receive state subsidy and bring bureaucracy, and the 
development of religion as a profession, on a scale unknown in Juda- 
ism before the Holocaust. 

RECLAIMING A HERITAGE 

We have seen how the movement of Sephardi ethnic revival has 
found its voice in the t'shuva movement through a combination of 
image-building and targeted campaigning, and we have offered 
reasons why this path has been taken, rather than a more secular path 
of social democratic demands for what is, after all, a largely secular, or 
only moderately religious, electoral constituency. But what of the 
substance of the ethnic religious heritage? Has the t’shuva movement, 
for its part, found a distinctive Sephardi voice, or is the substance of 
no matter? 

Apart from the festive expressions mentioned in the previous 
chapter, and which by their very nature are not features of daily life, 
Israeli Sephardim do not exhibit their cultures of origin, in contrast, 
for example, to Chassidim who wear the uniform of their sect on a 
daily basis. The ethnic markers are there, to be sure, but they are the 
markers of Israeli Sephardim, not for the most part, save perhaps in 
accent, of Morocco, Iraq, or other places of origin. So there is a 
delicate transition or, better, overlap between ethnic markers reflect- 
ing the migrations of a person’s forebears, and cultural markers which 
denote or betray an individual’s class status as well. These markers 
signal, for Israeli Jews, an individual’s location vis-a-vis two very dif- 
ferent mainstreams of social respectability: haredi Jews on the one 
hand and Israel’s secular establishment on the other. Markers are 
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borne in the way one dresses, the way one walks, the way one talks 
and of course the way one looks. 

This might explain why themes of ethnic identity are by no 
means always in the forefront of Shas conversation. They are am- 
biguous and sometimes painfiil. At study centres such as kollelim, and 
in interviews with activists, our interlocutors were more interested 
than we expected in talking about t’shuva, religious matters, moral 
issues, the family and the like, and although there is no indication 
that they were trying to hide or downplay their ethnicity, it is our 
impression that the theme has tended, at least as often as not, to be 
introduced by us, the interviewers. In contrast, in explicitly political 
public spaces, where the audience is both secular and religious, there 
is no hesitation in appealing to ethnic resentments and pride. One 
high profile example is the video entided, significantly, ‘I accuse’, 
after Emile Zolas famous declaration during the Dreyfbs case. The 
video, produced after Arieh Deri was convicted for corruption in 
1999, bitterly denounces the vendetta of which he has been the 
victim. Of the country’s elite he says, ‘they could not face the fact 
that a young Moroccan came to improve the position of the Sephar- 
dim’ — a phrase illustrated by photos of left-wing secularist poli- 
ticians Shulamit Aloni and Yossi Sarid. Elsewhere the words ‘this 
shows a clear tendency to target the people who came from Oriental 
countries are accompanied by a clip of a classical music concert 
designed to typify the cultural arrogance of the secular Ashkenazi- 
European elite. ‘They’, says Deri in the video, ‘came to build a 
secular state. . . we did not form part of their plan, with our Rabbis, 
our beliefs, they did not know what to do with us... and they cut 
our children off from their beliefs — We came to Israel with a 
spiritual heritage and when we came here they took everything 
from us ...’ During the 1999 election campaign 200,000 copies of 
the video were distributed for free and contributed, among other 
factors to which we shall return, to Shas’s unexpectedly good result 
(Bick, 2001). 

This is one of many intersections of t’shuva and ethnic identity, 
and its implications turn out to be ambiguous. Shas followers and 
activists mention as a source of pride and almost of doctrine the idea 
of an inherited religious culture, embedded in their social rela- 
tions — alluded to in Deri’s mention of ‘our Rabbis, our beliefs’ — 
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and they often claim that t’shuva is easier for people of North African 
and Middle Eastern origin, since they, or their parents, did not go 
through a period of secularisation in their countries of origin. The 
standard line from informants is that detachment from religious 
observance is much more recent for Sephardim, as compared with 
generations of modernity in Europe, and that even if they are no 
longer practising, they have often had first hand experience of 
religious observance through their parents’ parents, if not their own. 

This discourse could be said to invoke a sub-conscious, intuitive 
religiosity, and a way of life, distinct from the magic-symbolic invo- 
cation of the supernatural. We heard of the respect which Sephardim 
have for their parents and for the Rabbis, and of the way in which 
ritual observance, for example womens attendance at the monthly 
post-menstrual bathing ritual (the mikveh), which was elsewhere a 
constraint and a sacrifice, was seamlessly woven in to the fabric of 
everyday life in their countries of origin. Thus we were told at the 
head offices of the Shas education network, ‘all our grandparents 
were haredim’ , and the Sephardi tradition of study is the true ancient 
system, inherited in a fine unbroken by the Enlightenment, whereas 
the Ashkenazi system is ‘only 150 years old’. 8 Yet at the same time 
activists talk of the rupture with their idealised past, of the bitter 
reality of the disproportionate social problems affecting Sephardi 
Israelis, especially those of Moroccan origin, and of drugs and family 
disorganisation. In the propagation of Vshuva the merit of a return to 
observance as a way of confronting these problems is given enormous 
emphasis, in particular the greater respect for parents that it is sup- 
posed to engender. In the words of a lady who came from Morocco 
in 1963 ‘Today teachers are afraid of pupils, but it is different where 
they learn Torah’. And this in the same breath as a remark about 
drugs: ‘All the youth take drugs.’ A prominent Shas politician in 
Petach Tikva again puts the three themes of ethnicity, Vshuva and 
social regeneration together: ‘Shas has tried to give the Sephardim 
their home back — atarah leyoshna — [literally restore the crown to its 
old glory] . . .Shas is a religious revolution but also answers to social 

8 This notwithstanding the fact that Ovadia Yosef himself and his senior associates 

were educated in the Lithuanian system and have disseminated it in Shas-related 
institutions. 
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needs. . .Education is the solution for chazara beVshuva [those re- 
turning to religion] : the secular system was falling apart because of 
violence, drugs, lack of respect for parents... We do not have pro- 
blems of violence or drugs... the relation between parents and child 
is completely different. They are not friends: there is a hierarchy.’ 

However powerful memories of the past may be, and however 
much they are reinforced or elaborated by Shas rhetoric, they cannot 
undo the institutional interruption which came in the wake of mass 
migration. The dilemma is reflected in the remarks of a French- 
trained educational expert in the Pedagogical Centre 9 of the Shas 
network, comparing her own generation with those now at school: 
whereas we learnt the traditions from our grandparents, we cannot 
teach them to our children — and therefore need to send them to 
schools where they will learn them.’ It is not therefore a matter of 
surprise, let alone of criticism, that when it comes to restoring this 
ancient crown the outcome is something utterly different. 

In the sphere of Rabbinic erudition and legal or quasi-legal (hala- 
khic) rulings by Ovadia Yosef there is little sign of a Sephardi heri- 
tage. Studies by experts in Rabbinical style and law show that 
Ovadia Yosef has made a point of departing from the traditions of 
Middle Eastern Rabbis to adopt stricter interpretations and rulings 
closer in spirit to post-war Ashkenazi haredi practice (Zohar, 2001). 
The proliferation of courses teaching codified versions of religious 
observance likewise testifies to the loss of continuity, as a vast array of 
newly labelled Sephardi religious practices are developed which may 
eventually come to be thought of as Israeli practices. Contemporary 
Sephardi Rabbis have to split hairs to demonstrate differences 
between Sephardi and Ashkenazi regulation of everyday life, as did a 
senior administrator in the Shas educational network who explained 
to us that whereas the Ashkenazi haredim tend to err on the side of 
stringency, in case of doubt, the Sephardim would require proof 
before prohibiting a practice. On the other hand, he also said that in 
fundamental issues the Sephardim might be more strict, and gave as 
examples the case of a diseased lung in a cow: the Sephardi butcher 

9 The centre produces teaching materials and encourages educational modernisa- 
tion and innovation, so its philosophy is somewhat different in emphasis — more 
advanced, some might say — from what might be practiced by teachers in the 
classroom. We will return to it when discussing the Shas education network. 


94 


Tshuva as Political Mobilisation 


would discard the entire animal, whereas the Ashkenazim would 
discard only the diseased part. 10 When it comes to matters of Torah 
study there is little concern to emphasise differences; rather we 
should note the responses of the Director of one of Shas’s ‘prize’ new 
schools, in Bet Shemesh, who was at pains to insist that, as far as the 
substance of education is concerned, there is no point in differen- 
tiating between Sephardim and Ashkenazi haredim. (Of course, in 
saying this he may also have been trying to rebut any suggestion that 
‘difference’ meant inferiority of the Sephardi schools.) The head of a 
Sephardi yeshiva told us he did not follow the technique of pilpul a 
particular approach to Talmudic exegesis associated in his con- 
ception with the Lithuanian tradition: 11 but the underlying point is 
that he could only find a difference in this rather specialised virtuo- 
sity. Differences in the core liturgical text are almost non-existent, 
but there are major differences in musical chant and in liturgical 
Hebrew pronunciation between Ashkenazim and Sephardim which 
are ingrained at an early age and are felt as highly sensitive markers of 
belonging. These have never been a matter of controversy in the 
sense of one claiming to be ‘better’ than the other, but the research 
described below by Nissim Leon reveals that the t’shuva process can 
open the door to the introduction of multifarious combinations, 
which, although they may appear incompatible from the point of 
view of those accustomed to the traditional liturgical forms, can 
constitute nascent Israeli forms of religious practice transcending 
Ashkenazi-Sephardi distinctions. What is unlikely, if not impossible, 
is that such innovations could give rise to a single widely followed 
Israeli Orthodoxy, for the t’shuva movement opens spaces for all sorts 
of bricolage. 

The Sephardi heritage, or tradition, seems then to be used less 
explicitly, less aggressively and more subtly and allusively in the 

10 Another example seemed about as far from ‘fundamental’ as one could imagine: 
concerning the required level of dilution in wine used for ritual purposes the 
Ashkenazim accept only 16 per cent water, while the Sephardim require 51 per 
cent. The substance of the statement remains obscure to us, but it is an instance 
in which respondents have to resort to tiny details, ‘wracking their brains’ to 
illustrate these differences. 

11 Lupo (2003) seems to describe the Lithuanian method as definitely not pilpul 
For our purposes the point is that our informant, was trying to find a dividing 
line. 
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propagation of tshuva than one might expect from a viewing, for 
example, of Arieh Deri’s video diatribe, or from attending some 
political rallies. In the eyes of the leadership ethnicity is used as much 
in the service of the t’shuva movement as the other way round. We 
have listened to a small number of the innumerable cassette tapes 
which are an integral part of the t’shuva movement, and they do not 
mention the word Sephardi’ or ‘Mizrachi’; the evangelist Amnon 
Yitzchak barely makes any reference to Sephardi issues or identity, or 
for that matter his own very evident Yemeni identity, in cassettes. 
Nor did he in the public appearance we attended in the Jerusalem 
Theatre, which was also attended by a noticeable number of Ash- 
kenazi ultra- Orthodox yeshiva students, among a varied crowd of 
ultra-Orthodox, newly religious and secular. The identification is 
transmitted more allusively, for Yitzhak’s djellaba robe and his accent 
identify him clearly enough as a Yemeni, so perhaps he does not 
need to mention it in his speech. The few elements that, according 
to Caplan (1997), 12 are particularly characteristic of Sephardi preach- 
ers on their cassette tapes, focus on explaining human disasters as 
punishment for violation of rules of everyday life ( mitzvoth ), but 
these have nothing to do with a propagation of Sephardi identity, 
being rather a feature of religious norms in general, as we argue in 
Chapter 6. 

These observations tend to reinforce what has been said by Shine 
(2003) and by Shafir and Peled (2002), namely that ‘the concrete 
meaning of the slogan [restore the crown to its old glory] is “synago- 
gues, ritual baths, keeping the Sabbath, yeshivoth, torah schools. . 
and that ‘it would be very difficult to find, in Shas’s official pro- 
nouncements, political demands that refer specifically to Mizrachi 
culture (Shafir and Peled, 2002: 93). At the same time, electoral data 
as reproduced by the same authors, and discussed in the next chapter, 
and the non-verbal symbols, expressions and exhibitions to which 
we have already alluded, show that Shas’s social base and appeal is to 
the Sephardi population. Peled s well founded view (Peled, 1998) 

Distinctive only, according to Caplan, in the sense that they appear only in cas- 
settes by Sephardi preachers (which presumably means preachers with Sephardi 
names). The distinctive features related to supernatural sources of punishment 
and reward, and whether this type of belief is peculiar only to Sephardi tra- 
ditions, is another matter. 
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that Shas has found in religion a mechanism of integration for Mizra- 
chim into Israeli society, implies that an ethnic revival which em- 
phasised only the separateness of their own traditions, language and 
religious practices, would have left their marginal condition unchan- 
ged or even worse. For Shenhav too, religion is the only path that 
allows the Middle Eastern and North African Jews to be a part of 
the Zionist national discourse (Shenhav, 2004), while Fischer and 
Beckerman maintain that Shas allows them to return to religion 
proudly and without apologising (Fischer and Beckerman, 2001), 
and others see the movement as a protest against the Ashkenazim 
(Shitrit, 2001). Religious campaigning, of course, hardens the relig- 
ious secular divide, but cuts across the racial divide. Certainly the 
integration is largely rhetorical and symbolic, but for more than a 
few it does have a palpable effect on their ethnic sense of pride. 

It is not unusual for a demand for a recognition of difference to be 
at the same time a demand for citizenship and integration. This is the 
case in Latin America where indigenous movements demand an end 
to discrimination and in some cases recognition of their own legal 
practices 13 — issues which can be thought of as aspects of citizenship 
(Campbell, 1995) 14 . By demanding that the national state itself recog- 
nise their laws and remedy these ills, movement leaders accord a 
degree of legitimacy to, and express confidence in, the liberal demo- 
cratic framework, even if some indigenous demands seem to blur the 
edges of the purest versions of liberal democracy. In this perspective 
Shas is awkwardly poised: on the one hand it accords much more 
legitimacy than other ultra-Orthodox, anti-Zionist political forces 
to the Israeli state, but on the other its discourse is laced with bitter 
hostility towards the impersonal, liberal and individualist framework 
of Israels legal system in particular, and to the secular bias of the state 
in general. This is another dimension of what, for different reasons, 
Tessler characterises as the Shas s hybridity (Tessler, 2003). 

Although by 2004 they had quietened down, disconcerted by 
their first relegation to the opposition in twelve years, Shas and its 

13 Enshrined in some Mexican legislation for example as usos y costumbres — usages 
and customs. 

14 Campbell describes his study in terms of identity as one of ethnic renaissance, 
but the demands of the Zapotec movements are for citizenship, especially fair 
electoral and judicial proceedings. 
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political leadership are by no means averse to controversy or even 
provocation: leaders and activists have been known to speak and 
behave m highly conflictive, even confrontational, ways. When Deri 
was imprisoned, after many appeals, in 2000, his supporters set up an 
encampment outside the jail, with twenty-four hour singing, chant- 
ing and Torah study. (It was called the ‘Lion’s Roar Yeshiva’— a p i ay 
on the meaning of Deri’s name Aneh, which also means ‘Hon’.) 
Leaders and activists seem happy to fuel the controversy which the 
movement engenders, as exemplified by Ovadia Yosef’s remarks 
about the judges of the Supreme Court (‘they fornicate with men- 
struating women’, The Jerusalem Report, 24 April 2000), or Minister 
of the Interior and party leader Yishay’s refusal to implement that 

San oAMo OUrt ) decislon on the le gality of non-Orthodox conversions 
in 2002 or denunciations of government persecution, as they saw it 
of clandestine radio transmitters. The party’s response to the discri- 
mination, of which they complain so bitterly, has been to distribute 
resources to their followers on a clientelistic basis (which secular 
people and others tend to describe as corruption). For example they 
call on people to put their children in Shas schools, and promote 
adult study centres under Shas control where people can attend while 
receiving a monthly allowance. For them, there is more interest and 
advantage in pursuing the t’shuva route and in trying to consolidate 
support through particularistic benefits, a strategy the Israeli political 
system rewarded handsomely till 2003. Others, like Etta Bick will 
say of course that such a particularistic approach merely perpetuates 
t e problems it claims to solve by being segregationist by definition 
and also because it does not provide an education for the modern 
labour market (Bick, 2004). 


ETHNICITY, HIERARCHY AND MARRIAGE 

In Ashkenazi Jewish ultra-Orthodoxy the issue of marriage looms 
ever arger in their parents minds as children approach maturity 
broadly, boys are expected to marry at about twenty-one, after they 
rush secondary school level yeshiva, and girls as soon as possible 
after eighteen to avoid falling prey to a fife of disorder and sexual 
freedom, with its attendant risks of illegitimacy and uncertain par- 
entage. Many haredi communities in Israel— including Shas’s kinder- 
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gartens for children from families of established ultra-Orthodox 
status — do not allow even mixed kindergartens, and encounters 
between the sexes post-puberty are stricdy regulated, confined to 
processes which could lead to marriage and which are rapidly cut 
off if they do not. A deep concern with pedigree encourages very 
young marriage and brief courtships, which are at least carefully 
monitored and in Chassidic communities simply prohibited. The 
permissiveness in the outside world feeds the fear that people might 
not know where potential spouses come from, or who they really 
are, and, by the same token, the fear of illegitimacy, which in haredi 
circles is a scar on the person and his or her descendants. 

Beyond lineage, in the Lithuanian community, scholarly standing 
counts as well as pedigree: the brightest yeshiva students are a more 
esteemed 'catch* for the parents of a prospective spouse, and mem- 
bers of Rabbinic dynasties in Chassidic sects, where leadership is 
broadly hereditary, are more likely to marry a person from another 
sect than their followers, so long as the marriage is with a member of 
another dynastic family. As with the ever-increasing stringency of 
daily observance, so in matters of pedigree and thus of sexual pro- 
priety — distinctions become ever finer and the subject of ever more 
obsessive curiosity. This in turn finks in with a dynamic of power. 
Rabbis, appointed directly or indirectly to community positions or 
yeshivas by their senior authorities or Torah Sages, may come to be 
the repositories of a family’s and an individual s most intimate secrets, 
and are in a position to influence private decisions. Even among the 
Lubavitch, for all their dedication to bringing Jews back to Jew- 
ishness, the unspoken norm is that returnees can only marry other 
returnees, and the ‘mark’ of their origin is even transmitted to the 
next generation. They share with illegitimate children the shadow of 
doubt over their true origins. 

Although some returnees — distinguished academics or profes- 
sionals for example — will be treated with greater deference than 
others, the Sephardi-Ashkenazi divide is a prominent one. Outside 
Israel it would seem that the two traditions keep largely apart in the 
marriage-go-round: to find them intermarrying in Orthodox circles 
in New York, Buenos Aires or London, where the Sephardim are 
very much a minority, is almost impossible. In Israel, with its vast 
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Sephardi presence, intermarriage among secular people is not at all 
unusual and barely provokes any comment, let alone disapproval — 
we already mentioned that in 1980 it reached 20 per cent, and today 
it is estimated at 30 per cent— but in ultra-Orthodox circles it is a 
sensitive issue. Unwilling to broach it directly with our Sephardi 
interlocutors, for that very reason, we heard about it indirecdy. 
A Rabbi who appears frequently on both pirate and legal radio, and 
on television, told us he only permitted his daughter to marry a 
Sephardi when he had checked the young man’s background and 
found that his family had been in Israel for many generations: had he 
been a North African he would not have permitted the marriage. 
He then elaborated with the following image: ‘when someone 
throws water over you in the street you go to see if it is clean water 
or has been used for washing the floor— in the latter case you have 
to change your clothes.’ In Ramat Shlomo, the predominantly ultra- 
Orthodox Jerusalem neighbourhood we have already mentioned, a 
professional social worker attached to the community council 
explained to us in almost brutal terms the problem of mixed families: 
these number about 10 per cent of families in the neighbourhood, 
predominantly consisting of Sephardi women married to Ashkenazi 
men. if a Sephardi man marries an Ashkenazi woman, he said ‘he 
would be mistaken to five here’. He said mixed families would be 
left in little doubt that when their children were refused entry to a 
high quality religious school, the technicality adduced in justifi- 
cation was merely a pretext. In a standard, unkind, joke, an Ashkenazi 
haredi who marries a daughter to a Sephardi might be asked: ‘does she 
have a wooden leg or something?’ 

Perhaps the most sensitive observation we have heard on this sub- 
J e « was fr° m a wom an in the Brisk community, an extra-observant 
offshoot of the Lithuanians, who said that if it was known that she 
was even merely thinking about a Sephardi partner for her daughter, 
this would damage the chances of a good marriage for her other 
daughters. 

The issue of getting in to a school, or above all a respected haredi 
yeshiva, is a constant theme: yeshivas operate a quota system, as we 
have seen, and this extends to the Beit Yaakov network of girls’ 
schools which Lupo, in our interview, described as operating the 
strongest discrimination’. The head of the Shas girls’ school in Beit- 
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Shemesh recalled how in her schooldays the Beit Yaakov girls 
schools resisted hiring Sephardi teachers, did not allow Sephardi 
ritual (melodies for example) in their schools, and also excluded 
Sephardi girls from their high -achieving stream. In August 2003 the 
issue came to the attention of the public in the form of a demand 
from the Association for Civil Rights in Israel to put an end to the 
ethnic quota system’ in Beit Yaakov seminaries for 16-18 year old 
girls. A journalist from Ha’aretz (5 August 2003) explained that a 
30 per cent quota on Sephardi girls was operated by the most pres- 
tigious seminaries, that it was operated in a mysterious way by 
various seminary heads and Rabbinic authorities, and mentioned 
spine-chilling cases in which a single Sephardi grandparent, or even 
great-grandparent, was sufficient to count against an applicant a 
practice which, as we have seen, had already provoked Arieh Deri s 
infuriated remarks in 1997. But as always there are ambiguities and 
these were illustrated by two apparently contrasting features of the 
story: that Sephardi haredi families had complained to secular insti- 
tutions such as the Ministry of Education and the Civil Rights Asso- 
ciation, and that in spite of these repeated rebuffs they continued to 
pay homage to the ‘pecking order’ of haredi educational institutions. 13 

Although the political rhetoric emphasises discrimination in yeshi- 
vas, ethnic resentment has not turned Sephardim away from styles of 
religious observance and above all Torah study that draw extensively 
on the traditions and contemporary institutions of those self-same 
Ashkenazim . Most striking, the issue of marriage across ethnic lines, 
which we have already described as the hardest slight, did not figure 
as a source of Sephardi resentment in our interviews, perhaps it was 
just too painful, or perhaps they did not see it as a question of dis- 
crimination, but merely a feature of the hierarchy of which they 
were, or were becoming, a part. 

Here the cross-cutting character of Israel’s enclaves comes into 
play. The population who are the targets of the t’shuva campaign do 
not have a history of involvement in the haredi world and therefore 
have not experienced discrimination on the part of Ashkenazi ultra- 
Orthodox; their own experiences, as stereotyped by Shas discourse, 

15 The story is reminiscent of the treatment of Oxford and Cambridge Universities 

in certain sectors of the British media, where the scale of resentment, expressed 

in almost prurient language, is in proportion to the desperation for admission. 
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have been of social exclusion in a state dominated by secular and 
Ashkenazi Zionism. Return to religion is a gesture of dissent against 
t is secular elite and, as many researchers say, the Sephardim who 
adopt this method of dissent nevertheless become fuller participants 
in one of the core elements of the Israeli state. Their marriage pre- 
dicament has to be seen against this background of a positive, and 
radical, choice to join a different community. In rational choice 
terms, they are acquiring the benefits of joining the ultra-Orthodox 
world, although they know that they are not entitled to the same 
benefits as those born into that world, who, having not done military 
service, and having few professional skills, are more tightly locked in 
have fewer alternatives, and therefore could be thought to be’ 
entitled to greater benefits. 

, These considerations about the place of the ethnic in the call to 
tshuva and vice versa, raise complex and important issues about Shas 
and the Israeli political system. Through the party’s tenure of the key 
spending Ministries of Health, Social Welfare, Religious Affairs and 
the Interior, Shas placed recogmsably and proudly Sephardi men in 
positions of power and enabled Sephardim to become full operators 
and beneficiaries of government-funded social and educational pro- 
grarnmes. Because in Israel budgets always contain chunks of social 
and educational expenditure-schools, yeshivas, day-care centres, 
kdlelim allocated by politicians on the basis of relations of political 
and personal loyalty, these ties have probably done more for the 
raising of the political visibility of the Sephardi population, their 
symbolic capital so to speak, and thus for their sense of pride and 
membership in Israeh society, than would have been achieved by 
more conventional and transparent— i.e. bureaucratic— means. 

Shas s social and educational programmes are all somehow linked 
to the t shuva process: more or less all have an emphatically religious 
educational content, which contributes little to socio-economic 
advance but much to promoting the collective presence in the 
political arena and in the public space. 

The call to t’shuva has proved itself a highly effective recipe for the 
emergence of a new actor in Israeli politics, particularly because 
religion has broader legitimacy than ethnicity in Israel’s tense politics 
o identity. The Sephardim who embark on this path may be aban- 
omng one hierarchy for another, but for some reason seem to 
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resent the discriminations they face in the secular world more than 
those they face in the haredi world, in the image of the leadership 
who denounce the discriminations of the yeshiva world but reiterate 
their admiration for that world’s values. 

TENSIONS BETWEEN TRADITION AND STRINGENCY 
IN THE PURSUIT OF A UNIFIED ORTHODOXY 

The Shas motto which refers to the retrieval of the ancient crown of 
Sephardi tradition implies that a tradition has been lost and that 
religious renewal will replicate it. Yet the research by Nissim Leon 
shows that not all the traditions have been lost, and that the renewal 
is certainly not a renewal of tradition. In his study of a town of 
52,000 (Leon, 1999), although out of eleven Sephardi/Mizrachi 
synagogues he could find only one that identified itself exclusively 
with one Oriental place of origin, he found a widespread identifi- 
cation with the Sephardi or Oriental liturgical tradition — in melo- 
dies, pronunciation, certain details of the liturgy — among synagogue 
members who believed they were following the tradition of their 
forefathers. 

Into this milieu came Shas and t’shuva, and life was never quite the 
same again. In two cases younger ba’alei t’shuva, and others in the 
process of strengthening their religious life, all identified as a new 
generation, began to take a more prominent part in a synagogue 
where the old-timers had reigned unchallenged. In one case he 
describes a complete ‘takeover’: the Rabbi organised a small kollel, 
and then obtained funds from the Ministry of Religious Affairs to 
expand it, as well as to provide a kindergarten and Torah classes, even- 
tually building a ‘Torani’ Centre. In a second case, there was more 
resistance, as the newly observant ba’alei t’shuva became more assert- 
ive, bringing in a 28-year-old Rabbi, who had been trained in a 
haredi yeshiva and was a protege of a senior Rabbinical figure in Shas. 
In standard Israeli style, even though he was not appointed as the 
synagogue’s Rabbi — a position for which they probably did not 
have the resources anyhow — the group s mentor created and occu- 
pied a space: he began to attend the synagogue, to exert his influence, 
and to rule on matters of liturgy and daily life. 

The old-timers’ response, in this second case, derived from a strong 
sense of religious life grounded in custom, not in rulings or texts, as 
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families with health problems, for example by arranging for people 
to see a healer. They defer, as indeed do the old-timers out of habit, 
to the ‘new’ Rabbi, conferring upon him the same ‘gifts of the spi- 
rit’ — emouna , here meaning learning and a certain mystical power — 
that their ancestors have done for generations. (Among Ashkenazim, 
the diffusion of Rabbinical expertise in the population at large has 
reduced respect for the person of the community Rabbi.) 

On the other hand, outside the synagogue itself and Torah study 
sessions, Shas women are encouraged to participate in public activ- 
ities and to study and work. Compared particularly to Ashkenazi 
ultra-Orthodox women they work in more modern professions 
outside the home, and also have a prominent political role: we have 
noted the womens discussion groups and consciousness-raising 
activity under the aegis of the Margalit Em Yisrael organisation, and 
we should also add the prominent public roles of Arieh Deri’s wife 
and of certain women in the Ovadia Yosef entourage. They are also 
regarded as carriers of the t’shuva movement in their own right. In 
this they follow in the path of Chabad whose opening up of spaces 
for women’s education and other activities outside the home is cer- 
tainly one aspect of its departure from Chassidic tradition. 

Many of these innovations are propagated by rationalisation and 
institutionalisation, whereby authority comes to reside in institu- 
tions that are independent of the local community. This institutional- 
ization has been accompanied by the adoption of external markers 
common to all Sephardi haredim. The ‘Shasniks’, as they are known, 
wear a particular style of very dark blue double-breasted suit, with 
wide Armani-style lapels, evidently haredi but also different enough 
from other haredim to be distinctive. Their women mostly use hair- 
nets or loose headscarves in place of the wigs prescribed by the 
Ashkenazi Rabbis. Like other haredi communities, they regard the 
production of very large numbers of children as a ‘mitzvaK , an act of 
piety, justified by the need to hasten the coming of the Messiah and 
to replenish the millions lost in the Holocaust. In fact, the statistical 
evidence shows that the rate of increase in fertility among Sephardi 
haredim , in the period since they began joining the t'shuva movement, 
has been so much greater than among their Ashkenazi counterparts, 
that they are most likely to overtake their Ashkenazi cousins in 
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fertility (Berman, 2000; Lupo 20041 16 \y/K c . 
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THE EXPERIENCE OF T’SHUVA 
Renewal and renunciation 

There is much debate regarding the relative weight of spiritual, doc- 
trinal and practical considerations in constructing a Jewish way of 
life, and consequently different sects, groups and even individuals 
achieve or advocate different solutions. Some emphasise the mysti- 
cal, others more ‘rational’ Talmudic scholarship; the mystical tradi- 
tions differ between the expressive, corporeal Chassidim of Eastern 
Europe, the esoteric Kabbala tradition 18 and the incantations and 
charms of varieties of North African religiosity which have some- 
thing in common with Sufism. There are balances to be struck, or 
stands to be taken, on the extent to which t’shuva is a matter of day- 
to-day observance or of inner transformation, whether it should be 
pursued even at the expense of relations with parents or close family, 
whether it is in the long run compatible with a secular profession, 
and so on. These are pragmatic responses rather than matters of doc- 
trine, which vary between sects and communities and with the social 
pressures which come with the t’shuva process, and they vary in 
stringency. If an adult is returning to religious observance, that per- 
son is unlikely to be able to take up full-time detailed study, and may 
even have difficulty learning the Hebrew of Rabbinic writings, 
or grasping the various languages of Torah study (Aramaic, Holy 
Hebrew’, Ancient Hebrew etc.) so the recommended emphasis is 
likely to be on practical, perhaps rigid, observance. Their male chil- 
dren, in contrast, may well be inducted in the full rigours of Torah 
study. 

The emphasis on moral or spiritual transformation of a persons 
inner life can be thought of as an aspect of a mystical tradition within 
Judaism. The latter can be heard in talk about the awestruck con- 
templation of the infinite — the Kabbalah s Ein Sof (the Infinite or 
‘Endless’) — but that tends to be reserved for virtuosos, for people 
held in very special respect, such as Yitzchak Kedourie, and those 
closely associated with them. For the majority, Rabbis preach a mor- 
alistic personal transformation involving the banishment of base 

18 Recently the Kabbala seems to have been placed on the banner of cult-like 

organisations which exhibit classic authoritarian and money-grabbing features. 

this is not what is being alluded to here. 
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thoughts and desires, of bad language and disrespectful behaviour, 
and the pursuit of a state of faith or trust in God.' 9 

In explaining practical everyday Jewish life! preachers at Or 

• l TTT S mam J erusaJem yeshiva, observed in May 2000 who 
included the organisation’s founder and leader Reuven Elbaz and 
members of his staff, enumerated the details of ritual: the sentences 
were formulated in a manner which implied they came from handed- 
down authority ( it is written’ or ‘it is said’), even when the subject 

moce'duT Th ““ “ °?° W t0 out a ^adar ritual 
procedure. Their content was of the kind which would be unin- 
spiring, and certainly not new, to people brought up in a haredi 
ome since they would have imbibed these rules and regulations 
from their earliest childhood, and might even make fun S' new- 
comers to observance who need to have them explained in a formal 

Sabbath F h uT ’i PCrSOn iS al ° ne 3t the condusion of the 

telenhoneP Th Y V° ^ corres P ond mg P^yer over the 
telephone? The answer is that a sick person may listen to someone 

saying the prayer over the telephone, in which case their prayer must 

absolutely be repeated word for word, otherwise the blissing is 

a^hble V Eau e deC f ** prCSCnbed s P lces for ** occasion are not 
awulable Eau de Col °g ne most not be used as a substitute, because 

this has been manufactured for a quite different purpose " Elbaz’s 

assistant explains the dress code in terms ofrts con LL the “he 

of non-Jews, of the goyim. ‘It is forbidden to follow any non-Jewish 

the fim of the ¥ m r ht 1Cad 7 erS ° n t0 W ° rship ° ther Gods > a g ain st 
he first of the Ten Commandments.’ The list is read in a monotone 

with no time for elaboration or discussion. 

ted^termTof ' ** ^ St [ ai S htforward ^junctions, formula- 
ted in terms of fulfilling a Jewish duty to observe commandments 

" °f° r HSChayyim (see next p 

2001). h 1 dC Lange tra nslates as trust or confidence in God (de Lange, 

20 At the ceremony for the conclusion of the Sabbath a box of SDices is 

maTkl h r 1 L partidpants t0 mhale: one d °« not hand them round in a super 
^17’ a , COntainer whlch ' thou gh there is no standard design has 

examNes This ” ** PU , rp ° SC Museums sometimes have very beL’tiful 
examples. This, as always, is the modal practice: there are always variations 
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and not transgress frontiers between Jews and non-Jews, and to obey 
the injunctions of the Rabbis. Note that the frontiers to which they 
allude are not only between Jews and non-Jews, but also between 
the sacred and the profane — as in the example of Eau de Cologne. 
The intuitive absurdity of the example demonstrates the speakers 
anthropological sensitivity, for it is a standard feature of ritual that the 
objects it marshals are made specially for the ritual purpose or else 
go through a benediction or incantation which makes them suitable, 
examples are infinite and would include the priest’s prayer over wine 
for the Eucharist, or the breaking and blessing over bread at the start 
of every meal by observant Jews. The speaker was explaining that the 
role of the spices in this ceremony did not depend merely on their 
fragrance, but on their fragrance plus their ritual preparation. But he 
was also drilling his listeners in the practice of obedience to a relig- 
ious authority figure. 

Ritual injunctions in all religions are repetitive and operate accord- 
ing to codes which are to some extent not understood by those who 
follow them. Experts — priests, rabbis, diviners are expected to 
understand the efficacy of ritual, because they have, through training 
and initiation, understanding or insight which is opaque to the non- 
expert. Their explanation of ritual efficacy is never fully convincing, 
but neither is it wholly discreditable, because such claims are of their 
nature irrefutable. Either the cost to followers or clients of following 
their advice is very low, or the cost of not following it is very high. It 
the followers and authorities are bound together in some sort of 
power relationship, or if the followers are heavily dependent on each 
other for mutual support and thus approval, then of course, whatever 
the other risks and rewards, the costs of not following the advice are 
very high indeed. Chapter 6 returns to this point. Ritual observance 
can also be reinforced by its interaction with the randomness of 
chance events. Following Pascal Boyer (2001) and before him Evans- 
Pritchard (1937): ‘things go right, things go wrong’, but the mystery 
remains as to why they went right or wrong for a particular person at 
a particular moment, and explanation of events which are especially 
subject to random variation, by reference, for example, to the accom- 
plishment of a ritual task, has the advantage of increasing the moti- 
vation for virtuous behaviour without violating our underlying 
understanding of the workings of nature. This applies especially to 
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mints m a h u “ W ' nmng the lotte ^ or sudden move- 

ments m a share price, but not a general market crash or boom or 

ovendl accident statistics, which are more predictable! 

ofrn RabblS °u f ° lk W1Sd ° m USC the observanc e or non-observance 
ask us r in J unctlon to explain a random event, they do not 

ask us to violate our intuition or ‘folk’ science. And since there are 

is lo« "tT ^.f ulfilling commandm “ts anyhow, little or nothing 
is lost in credibility on the part of the story-teller or in credulous 

ness on the part of the listener— by explaining or justifying rules and 
regulations in terms of the good fortune they might bring o the 
misfortune which might be brought about by neglecting them It il 
therefore not surprising that religious traditions abound in stone 
about virtue rewarded and vice punished, in small ways Acting 
ordinary people. Ovadia Yosef, at one of his regular Saturday 2 
appearances shortly before the Jewish New Year in 2000, told a fable 
of a man who gave up the chance of a business deal because it was 
time to say his afternoon prayers, only later to find out that he had 
narrowly escaped a confidence trick. He also spoke against the idea 
at men and women should inherit equally, which according to 

latmn'oTRabfrb 6 ° f 7 FatherS (a fre <l ue *tl y cited compl- 
iance l T7 r f ChangCS) ’ sagln g that ^ual inher- 

illnel §h u hC ° SS ° f Che inhe ntance, for example through 

ness or some other misfortune. Such remarks and illustrative storfes 
were interspersed among detailed injunctions about how to pro- 
nounce a blessing, how to pray and occasional exercises in numero- 
ogical wordplay. To recount these exempla one by one might give 
the reader a misleading cue to analyse them carefully, bypassing the 

dishes ' cWted 056 7u g and then or via45 ° satellite 
dishes dotted around the country). The effect on those listening is 

bPt rnth^ 17*7'’ Per !T 7 t VCn hy their content, 
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stones and injunctions interspersed with moral exhortation. 

hese examples show how finks are created between the ba’al 

d «7bl 311 apparatUS of au thonty, and also with a world of unpre- 
dictable punishments and rewards. In addition, his conscience is also 


110 


T’shuva as Political Mobilisation 


addressed, for as in most contemporary evangelical movements, 
conversion involves moral change as well as a change of mores. 21 
A kollel student in Bet Shemesh asks: ‘why did God bring us into the 
world? — not to suffer, or to work — we are mere tourists in this 
world — the end of everything is the next world. . . all material life is 
of little worth.’ The evangelist Amnon Yitzchak — of whom more 
later — devotes a whole cassette tape to the question ‘why are we 
here?’ a stock item in t’shuva sessions. He speaks at length about the 
world to come, about the soul living after the body has died, about 
reincarnation, about near-death experiences, and above all about 
earning Gods forgiveness through t’shuva , and thus obtaining a 
reward in the next world. The righteous ( tzaddikim ) ‘take all their 
punishment in this world and their reward in the next.’ And he 
recounts stories to ‘remind us that there is a next world so that we 
can prepare ourselves.’ In another cassette, this one by Rav Ben-Zion 
Motzafi, a figure who is close to Ovadia Yosef, entitled ‘The supre- 
macy of t’shuva\ the theme is reminiscent of the Gospel passage, 
‘there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents 
than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent’ 
(Luke 15:7). Motzafi says God would even be prepared to put a 
crown on the head of a bad person, even Yossi Beilin and Yossi 
Sarid, 22 if they make t’shuva — he would even receive Ishmael! 23 

Occasionally we heard references to heaven and hell and ideas 
about eternal damnation. 24 At an Or HaChayyim study centre for 

21 When the head of a Chabad yeshiva in London was told of the resemblances 
between Chabad and certain evangelical churches he asked ‘but do they change 
their lives?’ — replicating precisely evangelical terminology. 

22 Two notoriously secular, left-wing (in the Israeli sense) politicians, and Ministers 
in the Barak government. 

23 Abraham s son by his concubine Hagar, regarded as the progenitor of the 
Muslims. Motzafi is described as ‘close to Ovadia Yosef’ because, as already men- 
tioned, we heard him precede Ovadia Yosef at the Persian Synagogue one 
Saturday evening. 

24 One might contrast this with the words of Rav Abdel-Haq, a very learned but 
highly independent Rabbi who has no links at all with the t’shuva movement. 
He emphasised more the classic Jewish distinction of ‘high’ and ‘low’— the 
higher referring, in classic Kabbalistic style, to the mystical or the pure, to the 
head as opposed to the worldly and to the lower parts of the body. Thus he said it 
is worse to think an evil thought than to commit an evil act — for the thought 
involved a ‘higher’ part of the body. In some Chassidic communities men wear a 
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God, but was caught out in 1973 when heavy losses were incurred 
and many soldiers and their families began to ask questions. This is 
what had led him and his brother to make t’shuva , to study with Or 
Hachayyim and eventually to set up a yeshiva in Bet Shemesh. He 
was a leading political and religious figure in the town, saw himself as 
a missionary to the poor and the marginalised, sustaining the social 
dimension of his interpretation of the movement as a collective 
response to the crisis of the Yom Kippur war. His brother was at one 
time responsible for the students in Or HaChayyim s main Jerusalem 
yeshiva, and became Minister in the Barak government and in the 
first Sharon government. 

The idea of religion, and the return to religious observance and 
Torah study, as remedies for a life devoted to frivolity or material 
success, would not be surprising, save for the relative novelty of such 
ideas in a Jewish tradition where the renunciation of pleasure, and 
the adoption of a life of austerity, has been reserved in the past for 
selected saintly figures. But such language has now become standard: 
an Or-HaChayyim student spoke of being moved to make t’shuva by 
a sense that there was ‘something missing inside me’ (a very com- 
mon phrase). A full-time married Torah student in Bet Shemesh 
talked of a war within himself ‘between what I wanted and what 
God wanted for me\ The leader of his study centre or kollel was 
admired for giving up a career as a professional footballer for t’shuva 
and a life of study. 

Side by side with fulfilment of an infinity of constraining norms 
in daily fife, t’shuva within the Sephardi renewal movement opens up 
a range of paths, and many more than would be opened by joining 
Chabad, for example. Some of these activities are remunerated, 
though almost always at a fairly humble level: while some may opt 
for full-time study attending a kollel every day, others can work in the 
educational system as teachers — for which Shas will prepare them in 
its teacher training college — or as administrators; others can find a 
niche in social work of one sort or another, funded through. Shas and 
its political tentacles, or in the promotion of womens discussion 
groups. Some ba’alei t’shuva will continue to work in their own pro- 
fessions, while devoting large amounts of their time to helping out 
in projects, to distributing cassettes, or to volunteering in radio sta- 
tions, in a yeshiva, or in charitable activities. Others, having lost 
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terest in material success, may change to new, less demanding jobs 
so to free up time for the movement. Doubtless there hawfbeen’ 
ewer jobs available in the Shas circuit since the 2003 elections 
ut the number of children in the Shas network of kindergartens 
and primary schools remained at its pre-election level, or even 

memh Althou gh the state funding obtained through Shas 

embership of successive governments is invaluable, it would not 

voWerJg m ° Vement wthout ^ese informal networks and 

These people share a discourse which portrays them as partici- 

we io find ^ ° fgreat sl B n ihcance a feature which 

we also find m evangelical movements. They look out for new 

recruits, they collect donations and the young, especially, campaign 

at election times. Shas provides its activists and followers with a sense 

even inihff “ °“ M ° fks organisations, or 

even m Shas itself, but in a vast movement of religious and ethnic 

renewal which reaches far beyond the core of true believers who 
meticulously observe the commandments. The message o f t’shuva in 
principle applies to the whole Jewish people, while the ethnic re- 
newal, even if it is not always explicitly invoked, and even if it is 
constructed with httle regard for historical authenticity, is deeply 
ingrained in unspoken markers, dress and accent, as well as in the 
music and the details of religious ritual, which make a person feel 

thiTpath 3ST ^ ^ ^ ^ **** 

The core of religiously observant are essential to this enterprise 
and one reason for this is the time, labour and skills which they give’ 
to the movement Here we observe the effects of the mysterious 
economics erf religion, which also underlies the enormous success of 
angelical churches. As our research, and that of many others 
(Burdick, 1994; Lehmann, 1996; Corten, 1999; Martin, 2001) has 

Sr Z 8 f SCem 3ble CO C ° njUre U P or S an isational 

nts, rhetorical gifts and entrepreneurial drive from the most 

apparendy unpromising sectors of society: they collect money, build 
buildings large and small, train people to handle accounts and plan 
operate broadcasting stations and so on, in places where the non- 
rehgious economy seems to suffer from a severe shortage of entre- 
preneurial drive and organisational skills. The churches activate 
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reserves of energy and talent which the commodity economy, be- 
cause of institutional and social structures, frustrates and suffocates. 
Shas of course is not entirely comparable because it receives so muc 
government subsidy, but its collective aspiration is to expand well 
beyond what that subsidy would, on its own, permit. People who 
adopt the path of t’shuva are not only moving back to person^ 
observance, they are also knowingly joining a movement m whic 
they will in a sense be citizens and as such obliged to devote a large 
part of their daily life to it. Even the large number of children they 
will have, will be a contribution not just to their own families but 
also to the movement. 


The opposite of pleasure 

The images of a dissolute life purveyed by the missionaries of t’shuva 
do not contain pictures of multi-millionaires, extravagant oy 
wood mansions or the Wall Street treadmill. Rather they are of fairly 
ordinary people, including the converts themselves, indulging in 
everyday routine amusements such as parties, merry-making and 
socialising with women in public places. The pleasures o rivo lty 
are not what they seem— they are superficial in the precise sense of 
the word, and underlying them there is a sense of danger and a 
notion of evil. Danger is constituted by sexual urges, by the freedom 
to dress individually and thus, by extension, to choose ones pu ic 
persona. TV, the internet and all forms of visual media entertainment 
are banned. The distrust of sexual urges is finked to the enforcement 
of uniformity of dress and deportment: clothing is display and a 
means of attracting attention, giving rise to uncontrolled urges and 
desires, so religio-pofitical authority becomes involved in regulating 
clothing as a way of suppressing dangers lurking beneath the su ace 
of unregulated behaviour. The private persona is driven into hiding 
behind a mask— an archetype subtly modified by each sect or affilia- 
tive group with its own markers. Behind the uniformity there is reg- 
ulation by Rabbinic authority, but we shall see in Chapter 6 that 
pressures for ever greater stringency come from below as well. And 
maybe the regulation accentuates the fear of the devil within t e 
vetzer ha-ra or drive to evil— driving bad thoughts and urges under- 
ground and arousing suspicions nourished precisely by the efficacy 
of the mask. 
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Rabbis, or other persons charged with the care of the soul, thus 
become very inquisitive and very knowledgeable. They come to 
know the details of the lives of their students, their students’ wives 
and other family members. The faithful acquire a fear of incurring a 
fault, and confide in figures of religious authority as Catholics once 
confided in a confessor though Rabbis cannot offer absolution. 
We were struck by a passing remark from a school director to the 
effect that the school had not asked the head of Or HaChayyim, 
Reuven Elbaz, to act as an advisor on social or moral matters because 
he knew too many of the parents already. This shows unusual sensi- 
tivity to conflicts of interest, but it also reminds us that Elbaz’ job, as 
head of a vast network of y eshivas, is to be personally acquainted with 
a large number of those involved in his vast organisation. The follow- 
ers of Chassidic sects say they consult their ‘Rebbe’ — that is, the sect’s 
supreme authority on every single decision of any importance. 

An unblemished life is a life wracked by guilt. The drive to evil 
lurks beneath the surface. Also there is permanent uncertainty: rules 
may change, Rabbis may issue edicts condemning certain acts or 
habits, rendering a person suddenly sinful. There is doubt surround- 
ing many areas of life and, as shown by the examples above about 
how a sick person might mark the end of the Sabbath, what the 
outsider may regard as trivial is not trivial at all. It is in the way of 
Talmudic knowledge that scholars are constantly on the lookout for 
areas of doubt, and the newly observant especially will be plagued by 
this uncertainty, which will always be present at the margins of 
standard everyday routines. Their lives are open to scrutiny and 
gossip (the ‘evil tongue’ in Hebrew, matching the ‘drive to evil’) and 
as they get deeper into the life of t’shuva, and spend more and more 
time studying, so they join small close-knit groups who meet together 
for long periods every day, studying — or just hanging around — in 
kollelim , and having few secrets from one another. 

It is tempting to believe that, because of this tightly rule-bound 
life and the fear and guilt it engenders, ultra-Orthodox Jews — or 
members of fundamentalist and charismatic churches and sects more 
generally are more vulnerable to mental illness than other groups. 

It seems like a claim which panders too much to secular prejudice, 
and has been repeatedly tested and refuted empirically. However, 
Greenberg and Witztum (2001) found during a long period of 
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practice of psychiatry in the longest-established ultra-Orthodox area 
of Jerusalem, and on the basis of careful, relatively well controlled 
studies, that although the ultra-Orthodox in general did not exhibit 
different patterns of psychiatric illness compared with the popu- 
lation as a whole — save to the extent that the form of their illness 
was influenced by their lives as ultra-Orthodox — the ba’alei t’shuva 
(almost all men) did exhibit a ‘higher than expected rate of mental 
illness’, and that a ‘disproportionately large number of them’ had 
‘suffered previous psychiatric disturbance’ (Greenberg and Witztum, 
2001: 162). These findings may carry some weight, but they can also 
be open to a sociological interpretation which would point to the 
uniformisation of daily life, the ever-more-restricted space available 
for private fife and the uncertain scope of Rabbinic rulings as causes 
of a haunting sense of guilt. The individual responds to the risk of 
infractions in the private sphere by living ever more in the public 
sphere, opening his life to the public eye and exhibiting stereotyped, 
low-risk behaviour. Why then do people who ‘convert’, who in a 
sense ‘choose guilt’, choose such a life? The response that it offers 
a better life ‘hereafter’ is unconvincing. A rational choice-based 
answer might refer to various opportunities offered to bring their 
children up in a highly controlled environment. For those who are 
unmarried t’shuva offers the chance of finding a wife and building a 
family in a relatively secure social context, albeit, as rational choice 
theorists explain (Iannacone, 1997; Young, 1997) at a high cost to 
themselves. The benefits in terms of avoidance of military service or 
state subsidies can hardly be counted save as compensations for their 
poverty — and this does not account for the choices made by ba’alei 
t’shuva , most of whom have already done their military service 
before changing their lives. The ‘free-riding’ arguments (Berman, 
2000), which might explain why ultra-Orthodox remain inside the 
community, need some modification if they are to be applied to 
people who are newcomers, although, as suggested earlier, they may 
be less discomfited by the exclusions which apply to them than secu- 
larised observers are likely to assume. 

The choice which returnees have made more or less detaches 
them from the ownership or accumulation of capital, but the pros- 
pect of profiting from it is reduced because of the massive obli- 
gations involved in marrying one’s children and setting them up in a 
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place of their own. Making t’shuva means relegating work to a sec- 
ondary place in ones life. Where once they might have found an 
identity and even fulfilment in workpeople who undertake t’shuva 
put that commitment to one side. For those with a family, it will be 
hard to cut off totally from the secular professional world in ex- 
change for a $500 monthly government subsidy for studying, but 
henceforth work will be at most an adjunct to the real business of 
life, it will be a tool or instrument of survival (parnasa in Hebrew), 
not a vocation or a calling (avoda) (Stadler, 2002). Not infrequently 
we came across people who had given up quite a promising profes- 
sional life— as architects and pharmacists. They now lived from work 
that was much humbler but which enabled them to prepare for and 
observe all the festivals, and to respond to demands to help their 
new-found community, and did not bring them into close contact 
with the opposite sex, or expose them to other temptations. 

The counterpart to the uniformity of the life of returnees, and 
also to the highly limited scope of their private spheres, in the Shas 
world, is the power of Rabbis organised more or less in a hierarchy 
under the leadership of Ovadia Yosef, and in Shas-dominated bodies 
in national and local government across the country. The Rabbis 
replace the market by providing a mechanism whereby individuals 
can obtain access to assets and jobs, and, as has already been noted 
they also exercise powerful influence in intimate family matters. This 
surveillance or interference is in effect the price people pay for the 
security and benefits of living in a community protected from mar- 
ket forces, and of taking part in closely knit networks of mutual help. 

The rational choice account explains that tightly knit commu- 
nities (or ‘clubs’) have to protect themselves from free-riding by 
people who might take advantage of the benefits of membership 
without contributing financially, or without adopting the required 
i estyle. This has been applied to religious behaviour generally by 
Iannacone among others, and the Israeli context ofFers a particularly 
appropriate case (Berman, 2000). Here the ultra-Orthodox— Ash- 
kenazim and Sephardim, including returnees — enjoy official, state- 
funded privileges as well as informal ‘entitlements’ in networks of 
mutual aid, in purchasing at very cheap non-profit shops, in a vast 
number of interest-free credit arrangements (gemachim ), or in access 
to charitable donations for example nappies offered to all-comers 
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by childless couples as an act of tzaddikut (righteousness). They pro- 
tect themselves from free riding by requiring stringent observance of 
codes of behaviour and religious norms, and also by making it 
almost impossible for graduates of their schooling system, especially 
male graduates, 25 to survive economically outside the community 
But one should not forget that these constraints are the product of a 
power structure which defines the tight limits of their lives and the 
life-chances of their many children: the haredi Rabbinical autho- 
rities, not only in Israel but worldwide, decided in the early post-war 
period that boys would receive an almost totally religious education, 
with hardly any secular subjects apart from basic maths and English; 
local Rabbis exercise control over entry to schools and prestigious 
yeshivas, and also over the allocation of funds. In Israel these funds 
come from the state, and until the Education Minister in the Barak 
government, Yossi Sarid, intervened, their use was not subject even 
to accounting inspections. Thus the missing factor in otherwise 
highly perceptive rational choice analyses, is this dimension of power 
placed in the hands of individuals operating with few procedural 
constraints in the modern sense. 

Commitment to living in accordance with precepts (mitzvot) 
inserts a person into a demanding clerisy. To the outsider this may 
appear grim, over-serious and uncompromising, but the ‘insiders’ have 
adopted a path which not only rejects much of what secular society 
takes for granted, it also actively closes that world off, placing beyond 
perception and reach its values, institutions and everyday habits. If they 
do not close them out fairly early in the Vshuva process, then they will 
scarcely begin their journey. In the secular world individuals are 
expected to forge a path for themselves: personal condition and cir- 
cumstances heavily influence social acceptability, and people expect 
to be free to move between different milieux. A ba } al t’shuva , in con- 
trast, is valued irrespective of his or her personal or social qualities, 
irrespective of wealth or poverty, race, colour or education. All that 
will count, having crossed the line, or ‘cut the lines’, will be observ- 
ance of the precepts in everyday life and, for men, their standing as 
Torah students, or, more precisely, their children’s standing, for no 
one becomes a Talmudic genius by starting to learn as an adult. 

25 Ultra-Orthodox women have in recent years begun to find work in hi-tech jobs 

where they are not exposed to contact with men. 
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Ba’dlei t’shuva become members of a kollel like any other excent that 

tio? bd ° n , long - term Probation, always occupying a^osi- 

t on below those who were insiders from birth— and this of course 

asesXh c TT I here ^ 0nJy 3 few h ^ h -P rofile ^brity 

cases which contradict this picture, whose conversion is advertised as 
a big catch by theharedim. This condition of non-competitiveness 
(m everything save learning and the fulfilment of the minutiae of the 
rahs commandments) is particularly prevalent in Israel where 
young ultra-Orthodox men have the option— indeed almost the 
for S° n . °f subsisting without pursuing a worldly vocation. Uni- 
mity and conformity are much more highly valued, and so an indi- 

bv nu Can , beCOr ? e 3 ty P e of citizen, a person of recognised standing 
by punctilious observance of rules and fulfilment of tasks, in study 

life Tr Und raiSln f’ in Poetical campaigns or whatever. The holy 
life, with its more enduring or less ephemeral joys and its uniform 

pleasures, is this citizenship, this recognition 


SOCIAL CAPITAL? 

For all the sacrifices it requires, those who undertake t’shuva must 
surely acquire a portion of social capital, in one or other of its mean- 
ings. Perhaps not m Bourdieu’s sense of a quota of power projected 
symbolically (Yadgar, 2003), but in Putnam’s sense of participation In 
ich associative hfe (Putnam, Leonardi et al., 1993). This is fflus- 
Tf d especially by the highly institutionalised and public character 
of the life they will lead, and by access to the benefits of iL 'd 

least before SX “ **** In the Shas ™ lieu ’ * 

tution Kuil f ° 03 ’ herC arC a S ° tHe benefits of Participation in insti- 
tution building, in creating spaces for children to play or learn and 

in campaigning on behalf of the cause of t’shuva. (Since 2003 there is 

eroded ^Bu^th ^ ^ ^ P° lklCal energy of Shasmks has been 
eroded) But the rational choice approach, and indeed the cognitive 

one which we will invoke later, could be thought to give a lefs roly 

picture, in which the associative life does not involve participation in 

d^ion-makingbut rather submission to personal authority, and in 

ch living a hfe in public means gossip and the fear thereof. 




Shas rally in August 2002. (Photo © Alex Levac) 



Scene from a rally in August 2002: a picture of Arieh Deri is affixed to the 
boys face surrounded by the words ‘Strength to him and blessings upon 
him!’ (. Hazak vebaruch). (Photo © Alex Levac) 



Group of Shas supporters 
holding aloft two banners. 

The one on the left is inscri- 
bed with Deuteronomy 27:26: 
Cursed is the one who does 
not confirm all the words of 
this law by observing them. 
And all the people shall say 
Amen”.’ The intended inter- 
pretation is that Ovadia Yosef 
represents the words of this 
law’ and everyone should 
follow him. 

The second placard (on the 
right) is a quotation from the 
Midrash: The righteous man 
decreed and God agreed’ “The 
intended interpretation is that 
‘you should follow Ovadia, be- 
cause he is a Tzaddilc — a right- 
eous man — and even God him- 
self will agree to his decrees’.” 



Scene from a Shas rally in August 2002: the poster says ‘Shas-Kosher and Joyful’ 
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SHAS AS A SOCIAL MOVEMENT 

THE HISTORICAL PROJECT AS ENGAGEMENT 
WITH MODERNITY AND PUBLIC DEBATE 

If a social movement is to be a force of social transformation, at least 
in a modern society, it needs a project which is something more 
than a slogan. It needs to gather a range of intellectual activities and 
groups with a degree of institutionalisation and a degree, therefore, 
of independence from the political leadership of the movement and 
from the many factions and branches that contribute to and enrich 
the movement. Otherwise the intellectuals merely produce propa- 
ganda and speak only to the converted. 

More than a manifesto, a project is a wide-ranging framework for 
intellectual debate. Indeed, it could be said to find its expression in a 
shared culture, or shared set of loyalties and affiliations more easily 
characterised in emotional terms than in terms of a coherent phi- 
losophy, spread across many institutions and fuelling their activity. 
Somewhat like a religion in fact. Far from being inspired by one 
doctrine or one set of goals, the great social movements, like major 
religious traditions, have tended to be riven by doctrinal disputes 
and competing goals: their unity exists, but it cannot be charac- 
terised in terms of a single doctrine. One classic modern example is 
European Social Democracy which pervaded the universities and 
institutions of the welfare state, the trade union movement and polit- 
ical parties, spawning innumerable debates and divergences, yet all 
along retaining a common culture. Marxism also flourished in innu- 
merable institutions in Eastern and Western Europe, but it withered 
away, and one contributory factor to its demise has been the paralysis 
inflicted in both Eastern and Western Europe by the entanglement 
of doctrinal struggles and marxist parties with intellectual debate in 
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academic institutions. The weakness does not arise from the political 
implications of intellectual disputes in themselves, but fronmhe use 
of political levers to manipulate intellectual life and the work of 
research institutions. K ot 

The same reasoning applies to charismatic and fundamentalist re 
ligious movements: they may have numerous foUowerT who mav' 
represent cultural shifts of various kinds, but they are nol mccesTfd 
a bringing about broader change in society, despite their members’ 
* mS . at tJiey can and wlU do so by changing personal behaviour 

ntiesand ofcT 0 ^ 1 ^' ° f C ° UrSe they can mobilise blocking mino- 
IT" ° f “T e their aCtlVltieS have effects ’ but they are not the 
effects their leaders would proclaim, and their anti-intellectualism 

innts their ability ln this regard. Excessive uniformity of thought 
weakens rather than strengthens a movement-as occurred wffh 
Communism— and fundamentalist and charismatic religious move- 
ments may also in the end be weakened by their incompatibility 

WmesTSf co mqUi * m t the ! mle P end ™“ of mind t h»t accent 
parries it. Of course, they have their intelligentsia, but these are peo- 

col^olled 1 bv ^he 1 ? 11 ? b ? Undc , d l et . ofassum puons, in institutions 
y the leadership of their movements, and imparting 

wisdom on the basis of a narrow range of texts and stricdy pre 

xrrn p “ kco!,i ‘ m ****• b - *> »° 

receive the type of education in religion that might enable or 
encourage them to develop independent thought, while the more 
revolutionary Islamic fundamentalists persecutf those who would 
develop scholarly interpretations of classic texts, and in fact hardly 
pubhsh anything except propaganda (Beinin and Stork, 1 997) Y 

the^Xw e Tt, PreSe , nt 3n aPParCnt PUZ2le in thls c °nnection because 
y devote themselves in thousands to a life of study and therefore 

aPPear ‘° ? lltlVate “ intelligentsia. But this is not scientific study it 
sets aside historical, linguistic and archaeological evidence which 

pTeflTf a XtUallSC T te T ; * reUCS heaVd " ° n the -horTty or 
prestige of a name and on the invocation of that authority through 

disconnected quotation;* and it is confined to intra-sectarian criteria 

of validation. Haredim show no inclination to debate or engage intel- 

1 In the standard formula, it is enough to say that ‘Rabbi such-and-such said ’ to 
d gtttrmse a statement, though it is still permitted to disagree if another authority 
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lectuaUy with institutions oi moveraenB who thmk Mcrently 

them, though they may Meager — " tely study ( ,he 

of life. For the ultra-Orthodox, the devd d in the late 

■htgher criticism' “ " xts and the „l„By through the use 
nineteenth century) o . , j t u e \ s a travesty, 

of archaeological “ d h " 8 °““ jj their erudition, they totally 

r^ectevolutionaiybiology and arenas creationist as the most extreme 

Christian fundamentalists r , , and the great Protest- 

Jdto^ 

W UbS commumttes. Iron, rally while .has 

^"hapeda^ ^these »« 
tifarious ofehoots to exert influence on so **y then 

their own followers has been Attendance in Europe, North 

Hcism has severe problems of some thing like an 

America and Latin America and is expenen g 
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in many Church ot tngian . • t h e y are constantly on 

of the M Who totally reject any 

"uZ^s^, ^Mhere is 

ence in a society by adopting the stm lUustratlon G f 

losing revolutionary e an. David M^^Lnce to the head- 

the tension between advance and ret ^ Met hodism and its 

long growth of . imary and original sphere of 

— iSSC :ro f «“l t orram, t s P ro. 

fessional ministry’ (Martin, 2001: 7 8). 
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The benefits of institutionalisation arise from the establishment of 
spheres and boundaries within which rational exchange can proceed 
on a basis of shared criteria of truth and deductive reason. In this way 
a movement can reach out to the unconverted and, by taking part in 
great and small debates, participate in shaping its future social envi- 
ronment. This shift towards the acceptance of impersonal expertise, 
which is one basis of modern scientific endeavour, involves a diffi- 
cult balancing act and may be one element that determines whether 
religious movements can accomplish the transition from sectarian 
single-issue dissidence to social movement. 

The Catholic Church shows how the institutionalisation of scien- 
tific debate and rational exchange can establish religious institutions 
as legitimate participants in the great debates of a secular society, and 
it illustrates how a specialised theological sphere exists in parallel to, 
but to a substantial extent independently of, the bureaucratic autho- 
rity systems which constrain the exercise of priestly or Episcopal 
prerogatives. Much the same can be said of the Church of England. 
The experience of Latin America’s followers of Liberation Theo- 
logy is one illustration of religious voices speaking out to society. In 
Europe, the role of churches in public debate is captured by ‘vi- 
carious religion or, in Grace Davie’s phrase, ‘believing without be- 
longing’ (Davie, 2000): large numbers of people who do not think of 
themselves as religious in a conventional sense, nevertheless look to 
the leaders of highly institutionalised churches to make pronounce- 
ments on the burning questions of the day. 

Preachers and pastors, with their revivalist and moralising rhe- 
toric, may seem, and indeed may be, closely in touch with the senti- 
ments and language of their mass following, but the mere expression 
of hostility to elite and erudite culture is hardly a guarantee of their 
transformative role. On the other hand, it can be asked how the estab- 
lishment of a theological elite and the accompanying liturgical regu- 
lation can conceivably enable a movement to engage with society 
at large. 

Answers to this question hinge on what is meant by spontaneous 
participation, and on the power relations contained within that 
spontaneity. A straightforward model of religious renewal contains 
two apparently contradictory assumptions: one about the uniformity 
of practices throughout the movement, and the other about the 
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absence of bureaucratic structures. How, it might be asked, can such 
uniformity be achieved without tight bureaucratic control?’ Um- 
formity of practices is produced without much bureaucratic enforce- 
ment, and preachers who speak for hours without notes say the same 
things not only from church to church or yeshiva to yeshiva,but also 
between religious traditions (from church to yeshiva to mosque) an 
between cultural spaces separated by thousands of miles. Why this 
should be is an extremely important question (Lehmann, 1998), but 
it is not answered by reference to spontaneity, let alone to an idea 
that preachers represent what the people ‘truly feel’ or believe, and 
even less what might truly serve their interests or better their mate- 
rial or social lot. It may well be susceptible to the epidemiological 
approach advocated by Sperber whereby the ‘combined effect of 
countless micro-mechanisms’ (Sperber, 1996) is seen to arise from 
the shaping and reshaping of representations by infinitely or fre- 
quently replicated situations, or by factors such as ease of memory 
and ecological relevance, all of which are independent of local cu - 
tural circumstances — which is why Sperber is so dismissive of some 
special hermeneutics giving us access to representations belonging 
to a culture, yet uninstantiated in the individual heads or physical 
environment of its members’ (ibid.: 53). 

The production of a project, and of the intelligentsia that goes 
with it, is as determinant of the long-term impact of a movement as 
the size of its popular following, since the quantitative spread of what 
might be called unselfconscious beliefs (those which spread epi- 
demiologically) may remain without historical effect. Of course, 
religious movements do have an impact, yet we can rarely be sure 
that the impact is the willed product of their ideologies. 

To achieve their aims charismatic and fundamentalist movements 
would need to articulate not only a hegemonic project but also a 
framework within which to present, propagate and debate that pro- 
ject with broad sections of society, but this to some extent negates 

3 In addition, though it is not germane at this point, it is often observed that move- 
ments, or their component churches, are subject to frequent fissiparous break- 
aways, which might be taken as evidence of weak leadership control or strong 
local democracy. However, this is unimportant because breakaways, which usually 
originate in local ambitions, entrepreneurial initiatives or simply personal rivalries, 
do not abandon a movement or present a challenge to its top leadership: they just 
set up another, carbon-copy, local church. 
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the fundamentalism of their premises, just as the need for an intelli- 
gentsia negates their anti-intellectualisrn. 

The sectarian rhetoric and policies of most Israeli religious move- 
ments are softened a little by the tempting opportunities offered to 
• , by CounC ^ s lns titutional arangements. These can be summar- 

ised as the enclave system’, and a ferociously competitive but tightly 
regulated arena of proportional representation, with its vault-key in 
the practice of coalition government. These elements encourage even 
the most irredentist to join the game, for the benefits from sectarian- 
style participation are high compared to those of non-participation 
and in a small country with very lively media the costs of partici- 
pa on, or entry, are low. Shas has oscillated between Deri’s leaning 

2 f PPea l a r d a moderni zing-populist agenda and the more 
inward-looking, defensive inclinations of Ovadia Yosef. The move- 
ment also owes much to the use made by Rabbi Ovadia Yosef of his 
position as former Sephardi Chief Rabbi and his overshadowing of 
s successors, and to the paraphernalia of office which he has man- 
aged to preserve, both symbolically in his continued use of the Chief 
Rabbi s attire, and politically in his continued influence on appoint- 
ments of local rabbis, yeshiva heads and the like. It is to his role that 
we now turn. 


OVADIA YOSEF: A DEFINING FIGURE 

Although since the imprisonment ofDeri in 2000 he has intervened 
more directly than before in the minutiae of politics, Ovadia Yosef 

uThrNl a f° V l a ” 1C ° n and an emblem ’ Providing a legitimising 
umbrella for the vast range of references and activities sponsored 

patronised, supported, and not least financed, by or through him and 
t party leadership, as channels for government funds of one sort or 
anot er and, since Shas was removed from the government, as owner 
a business which also appears to provide fiinds for the Party. By 
ceaselessly promoting his name, the various educational, religious 
and pohtical organisations that have grown up in the orbit of Shas 

unchaflerigeable 1 authority.^ aVe “ * ^ a " 

sevlr,?? b !? §r X h J Sh ° WS Hlm aS an aty P ical fi 8 ure ln whose life 
several strands of Judaism and of Israeli history coexist. Though born 
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in Iraq in 1920, his parents brought him to Jerusalem as a child and 
hence he became part of the pre-state Sephardi Jewish society which 
differs from the pre-state ultra-Orthodox sects and also from the 
Jewish society of North Africa. It was distinctive in tradition and in 
style, spoke a different Hebrew from the Ashkenazi communities, 
and also followed different traditions of Talmudic study. It was more 
aristocratic than either Eastern European or North African Judaism, 
and was connected by trading networks to far-flung communities in 
Baghdad, Boukhara, Afghanistan and Persia. When General Allenby 
marched into Jerusalem during the First World War the people in 
the Boukharim quarter laid carpets on the streets for him and his 
troops. This strand of Sephardi Judaism was squeezed out in later 
history, surviving in the Sephardi diaspora in, for example, Geneva, 
Paris, New York and Buenos Aires, but little in Israel. Its yeshiva, 
Porat Yosef, originally funded by a Calcutta merchant, was burned 
down in the Old City in 1948 and later reconstructed in the heart of 
Jerusalems traditional haredi district, the Geula. It is now a main- 
stream, though very distinguished, Lithuanian yeshiva. It was squee- 
zed out by secular Zionism, by ultra-Orthodox haredim , and by the 
much less aristocratic masses who came from North Africa. 

Although Yosef studied in Lithuanian institutions and came to be 
a master of that tradition, and although he has come to represent and 
symbolise the reinvented Israeli Sephardi Judaism that we have de- 
scribed, there is still disagreement over where to place him. Thus, 
whereas Zvi Zohar (1996) regards him as more stringent than prev- 
ious generations of authorities in the Middle East, others regard him 
as less stringent, or at least more ‘political’ or more willing to recog- 
nise political or social realities, as when he ruled that Ethiopians 
could be regarded as Jews, that the wives of long lost soldiers missing 
in action could remarry, or of course in his attitude to the Jewish 
state itself. He has had little difficulty coming to terms with the 
overwhelming demographic reality of immigrant communities who 
came to Israel during the Independence struggle and after, and who 
did not identify with the indigenous, Sephardi community in which 
he had been raised. 

Rav Ovadia, as he is known familiarly, came late to secular polit- 
ics, when he was some sixty years old. Reverence for his person is 
intense, but he does not possess the rhetorical skills that enabled 


Ovadia Yosef: a defining figure 


127 


thinelike!, 1 «° IT 3 ? bey ° nd the observant constituency to some- 
i ^ arc ^ mass vote. Dressed always in the Chief Rabhi « 
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this may weU be an under-estimate: a social worker told us Tnno 
people from the Ramat Shlomo neighbourhood of Jerusalem alon^ 
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4 i.e. the saint. 
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rity of all the yeshiva heads. He has a direct hand in the appointment 
of all Rabbis in Sephardi communities — even though nominally 
these are in the gift of the Sephardi Chief Rabbinate, which he left 

twenty years ago. , 

Yosefs personal appearances are frequent: he does not hide from the 
crowds and seems to respond positively to invitations from religious 
institutions and t’shuva organisations: thus he attends a 5,000-strong 
Arachim rally in a basketball stadium, the anniversary commemo- 
ration of the death of a distinguished yeshiva head, the meeting o 
the council of a Tunisian yeshiva in Bnei Brak, and he goes almost 
weekly to the Or HaChayyim yeshiva and to the Persian synagogue 
in the ultra-Orthodox Boukharim neighbourhood in Jerusalem. 
Each time he makes a speech in his inimitable style, which is parti- 
cularly suited to intimate settings in synagogues and yeshivas, or to 
the small screen, and less to large meetings. Indeed, Den is acknow- 
ledged to have had greater crowd-pulling power: in the words of one 
of our informants, if Deri could fill a public square, Ovadia can only 
fill a yeshiva hall. Often Ovadia’s words are few. Like royalty, he does 
not need to say anything at all: his appearance is enough to endow an 
occasion with special significance. 

Although in some respects Yosef can be thought of as a char- 
ismatic figure, in others he is better described as a figure of reverence, 
and his role changed somewhat after the removal of Aneh Den from 
the front of the political stage. He is charismatic in the sense that he 
is leading a project (‘the Shas revolution’) to undo the secularism 
and the modernist ethic which inspired the founding of the state. 
That foundation has been under challenge for some time from both 
ultra-Orthodoxy and messianic nationalism, but with the emergence 
of Shas in the early 1980s Yosef wished to convert a sectarian phe- 
nomenon into a mass phenomenon. At the same time, though, his 
followers regard him as a protector of the deepest traditions. 

So long as Deri was the political orchestrator of Shas, Ovadia 
Yosef could remain in these roles, uttering delphic pronouncements 
and restricting his public interventions to the religious sphere^But 
after Deri’s removal, Yosef intervened much more directly, and Den s 
successor as party leader, Eli Yishai, a less colourful and imaginative 
politician, came to be seen as a person of little weight, merely the 
faithful executor of Yosef’s will. The continued tension between the 
Deri and Yishai factions irritated Yosef, who came to favour the 
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latter, and more importantly to exercise ultimate control over both 
the strategy and the day-to-day politics of Shas. For example, in 
November 2002 Channel Two television ‘brought to light a tape 
recording’ in which Yosef instructed his Ministers to use their bud- 
getary leverage over local authorities for the purpose of ensuring the 
building of ritual baths, synagogues and (religious) schools (Ha’aretz, 
°y ember 2002). The tape also showed the closeness of the party 
leadership’s consultations with the Rabbi. Later Yosef obliged the 
leadership to re-enter the government after their abrupt, but to some 
extent theatrical, defenestration by Sharon in 2002 over a budgetary 
issue. At the same time the public became more aware of the court 
politics of Shas and of the intricate involvements of the Yosef family 
and other families in the political, charitable and business dealings 
surrounding Shas. Yudit Yosef, wife of one of Yosef s sons (Moshe) is 
also Yishai s Chief of Staff and at the same time reputedly the gate- 
eeper for Ovadia Yosef, capable even of preventing his own daugh- 
ters from seeing him. She is said to be determined that her husband 
inherits his father’s political and religious leadership positions. In the 
opposite camp Deri’s wife Yaffa, who acquired a prominent public- 
profile after her husband’s imprisonment, went public with Shas’s 
internal squabbles after her rival Yudit set up charities to compete 

r h , herS ' YuC * lt a * so comes from the family of the Moroccan mystic 
Abuhatzeira, whose burial site in Netivot has become, as we saw 
Israe! s most prominent place of pilgrimage, and is reputed to have’ 
used her family’s magical powers to ‘bewitch’ the great man Yishai’s 
wife also runs a charity (Kol Ha’irfuly 2002). The ramifications go 
further: another son of Ovadia Yosef, David, who is a close associate 
ot Den, something of a firebrand orator and an active Talmudic 
scholar, is married to the sister of Eli Suissa, a former Shas Knesset 
member and Minister, who was demoted from the party’s Knesset 

fist after Deri’s removal and the marginalisation of his close associates 
(Bick, 2004). 

The interweaving of family and politics does not stop with the 
Yosef household: the ex-Minister of Social Affairs, Shlomo Ben Izri, 
once a ba’al t’shuva and later a senior figure in the Or HaChayyim 
orgamsation run by Reuven Elbaz, who promoted his political 
career, appointed Elbaz’s daughter Secretary-General of the Ministry 
in 2002. The classic picture emerges of a leadership both tied by 
kinship bonds and divided by family rivalry, which may have dimin- 
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ished the stature of Ovadia Yosef himself, who is not quite seen, at 
least in the press, as ‘above the fray’. Of course, there are family 
involvements in other parties — Sharon and his sons in Likud for 
example — but the Shas leadership is different because the family ties 
are at the core of its functioning: Deri himself, though not linked by 
formal kinship, was at one stage a tutor to some of the Yosef children, 
and thus was a member of the household. 

The Shas electorate grew vertiginously with the support of many 
people who, though not religiously observant, saw the party as a 
channel for the expression of their identity as Oriental and North 
African Jews. In 1999 the party also soared in pockets of economic 
deprivation such as the development towns, where Shas capitalised 
on disaffection from the Likud, which had presided over rising un- 
employment, as the ‘only group visibly helping to alleviate poverty, 
providing day-care, bus transport to school, afternoon programmes 
for children’ (Bick, 2001). But the decay of the peace process, the 
unremitting violence of terror and counter- terror, and divisions in 
the Shas political leadership, later brought about a return of Oriental 
and North African voters to the nationalist parties (for example Likud 
or the National Religious Party) in 2003. Shas Knesset members had 
even faced ultra-nationalist demonstrations in front of their homes as 
punishment (Chen and Pepper, 2004). Indeed, fear of a loss of votes 
back to the more aggressive nationalists lay behind two moves by 
Shas Ministers: the unexpected adoption in 2002 of nationalist and 
sectarian rhetoric by Eli Yishay, who as Minister of the Interior be- 
came the first Minister ever in the history of Israel to take away a 
person’s citizenship; 5 and the resuscitation by Minister Ben-Izri of 
the defunct Demographic Council to look in to the future of Israel’s 
population balance (implicidy between Jews and Arabs), an issue 
which was soon to be a shared source of concern among many 
political currents. Ben-Izri followed this, during the 2002—3 election 
campaign, with the advocacy of restrictions on the immigration of 
secularised Jews and non-Jews. Most significant, Ovadia Yosef under- 
took for the first time a formal official visit to the West Bank set- 
tlements where he appeared before a public meeting, thus turning 
his back on an — admittedly discrete — doveish reputation. On the 
eve of the elections he wrote a letter to the West Bank setders stating, 

5 It was taken from an Arab Israeli found to have assisted terrorism. 
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rally of 250,000 people ‘to protest against the “encroachment of 
the Supreme Court in matters of religion and state’ (Bick, 2001). 
The core of his position is that the secular judiciary should restrict 
itself to civil, and presumably criminal, cases and not become invo - 
ved in the regulation of state-religious issues. This is the position o 
the ultra-Orthodox generally (Chen and Pepper, 2004). 

Finally, Ovadia has evidently frosty relations with the ultra- 
Orthodox Ashkenazi leadership. He was offended by the refusal of 
Rav Schach to support his third term as Sephardi Chief Rabbi, and 
was Schach not famed for such trenchant obiter dicta as ‘the Sephar- 
dim are not yet worthy of leadership’ ( Ha’aretz , 4 December 2001). 
He is clearly engaged in the development of a distinctive style of 
Torah interpretation that is not strictly Lithuanian. And he has to 
suffer humiliations, some petty and some less so. Witness the fol- 
lowing account of the famous 1990 meeting at the Yad Eliahu sta- 
dium when, exceptionally, Rav Schach appeared in public to address 
the haredim, in order to pronounce his opposition to Shas forming a 
coalition with Labour — a move he later called the ‘stinking man- 
oeuvre’. In the event, of course, the move failed. 

At the height of the crisis, Rabbi Yosef was summoned to [a] mass rally at 
Yad Eliyahu to see what Rabbi Schach had to say about the matter. When 
he and other rabbis arrived, he was seated next to Rabbi Issachar Dov 
Rokach, the Belzer Rebbe, 6 7 who was not particularly esteemed among the 
rabbis and roshei yeshivot . 1 Yosef sat there, facing the crowds of Rabbi 
Schach ’s admirers, as a kind of vassal come to express fealty and obedience 
to his master. Rabbi Yosef could not understand Rabbi Schach s heavily 
Ashkenazic-accented Hebrew and required Rabbi Rokach s translation to 
learn that Rabbi Schach dismissed all his efforts as totally invalid. e 
crowds at the stadium and those listening to the address on the radio and 
television knew very well that Rabbi Schach’s words were aimed at Rabbi 
Yosef perhaps more than they were directed at the Labour Party. At the 
height of the event, Rabbi Yosef was forced to bow his head and express 
loyalty. Just as Rabbi Schach did not consult previously with the Ashkenazic 
Torah Sages, he failed to inform Rabbi Yosef of the content of his im- 
pending address. The Yad Eliyahu incident was thus a humiliating cere- 
mony for Rabbi Yosef. At the time, he could do nothing, fearing that the 
students and followers of Rabbi Schach would resign from Shas if he does 

6 The leader of the Belz Chassidim. 

7 Yeshiva heads. 
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not obey, shattering his party completely. But he never forgot the incident 
(Friedman, n.d.). 


THE MODERNISING FACE OF SHAS 

Aneh Deri, born in Morocco in 1959, came to Israel at the age of 
mne; his family was not religious and lived in a deprived neigh- 
bourhood, but he was a very bright child and abandoned school be- 
cause ‘he was not learning anything’. At this time he was ‘picked out’ 
by the prestigious Podnovietz Yeshiva. The recruitment of Sephar- 
dim by such institutions goes back to Rabbi Halperm’s mission to 
Morocco (Lupo, 1999; 2003; 2004), and after the Second World War 
Podnovietz had opened a ‘special Sephardi branch’ in Israel, not least 
to save Sephardi immigrants from Zionism: they even took children 
out of Zionist institutions, and out of the ‘absorption camps’, and 
put them in yeshivas. 

During Deri’s time in the yeshiva Ovadia Yosef came to conduct 
an examination and was duly impressed by the young student who 
was applauded at the end of his performance. From there Deri went 
to the Sephardi Hebron yeshiva where he made friends with Ovadia 
Yosef’s son David, eventually becoming tutor to the Chief Rabbi’s 
daughter. Having become in effect part of the Yosef household, he 
married and then went to live in the Occupied Territories between 
1980 and 1983 taking a leadership role in a community led by Uri 
Zohar, the popular entertainer who had become a ‘celebrity ba’al 
t’shuva . This was not a political venture, and had nothing to do with 
any nationalist territorial project. It was, rather, an experimental 
community with people of different nationalities who invited Deri 
to join them. In fact, as a community the experiment failed. 

In the early 1980s Deri’s political ambitions and Ovadia Yosef’s 
project to build or strengthen a Sephardi Judaism joined together 
under Rav Schach’s auspices. But the relationship with Rav Schach 
was complicated, because there was an underlying tension over the 
treatment of Sephardim in the yeshivas, over the rejection of Yosef’s 
desired third term as Sephardi Chief Rabbi and over the aspiration 
of these prospective leaders of the Sephardi Jews to be independ- 
ent of any tutelage — be it that of the Labour Party, who for so long 
took the Sephardi vote for granted, or that of Rav Schach and the 
Lithuanians. 
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In fact, Shas had originated as a side-product of the supreme Lith- 
uanian yeshiva leader Rav Schach’s manoeuvrings in Ashkenazi 
haredi politics. Already in 1973, in local elections in Bnei Brak, Rav 
Schach, infuriated by a coalition of Chassidic leaders in Agudat Yisrael 
with the Zionist-inclined Poalei Agudat Yisrael, had discretely 
nudged his followers in the direction of a local Sephardi list (Fried- 
man, n.d.). Then, in Jerusalem in 1983 he nudged them in the 
direction of support for a haredi Sephardi party. Schach’s move was 
explained by a separate quarrel with the Agudat Yisrael politician 
Menachem Porush, who in 1977 had extracted from Begin the 
powerful post of Chairman of the Knesset Finance Committee 
(which has been controlled by haredi parties ever since) and by his 
desire to distance the Sephardim from what he regarded as the nefa- 
rious influence of Chabad, who were trying to gain influence in 
Agudat Yisrael (Heilman, 1990). The move backfired: the Sephardi 
party found support far beyond the haredi community itself, among 
the broader Sephardi public of Jerusalem, and gained even more votes 
than Agudat Yisrael (weakened by Schach’s plotting) (Friedman, n.d.). 

In the following year the party, now renamed Shas, obtained twice 
as many votes as Agudat, winning four Knesset seats. Still Rav Schach 
retained the final say in Shas decisions, but by 1990 Deri felt strong 
enough to thwart Schach’s instructions and attempt to join a 
coalition led by the Labour Party (the ‘striking manoeuvre’). 8 Later 
(when Schach was almost permanently comatose) Deri would atone 
for this insubordination while at the same time continuing to rant 
against the maltreatment of Sephardim by the Ashkenazi yeshiva 
community (as in his J’ accuse video circulated during the 1999 elec- 
tions.) In 1996 Deri’s political independence was again demon- 
strated when, as Shas political leader, and despite Yosef’s lukewarm 
response to the idea, he opted to join a coalition led by the right, 
namely Netanyahu, then the leader of the Likud party. 

Deri and Ovadia Yosef may have made public noises of obeisance 
towards the Ashkenazi yeshiva world, and Yosef himself may occa- 
sionally have had misgivings about Sephardi ‘separatism’, but the 

8 Schach and the religious parties had long been supporters of governments led by 
Labour, save when the right tempted them, but at this point he revealed his detes- 
tation of their secularism. 
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ment of mass immigration by the reception and ‘absorption’ serv- 
ices; yet the people who came to form Shas, given their provenance 
and their age group, had only experienced this at second hand. They 
themselves are more predominantly Iraqi and Middle Eastern, less 
Moroccan and North African, than the children of the mass immi- 
gration from those countries, so their hostile rhetoric against Ash- 
kenazi Israel is an occasional rather than a daily phenomenon, and a 
message of mixed significance. Having mostly had the good fortune 
to be raised in the haredi community and educated by the Lithu- 
anians, one might emphasise the disdain, or sometimes worse, expe- 
rienced by them as yeshiva students. After all, in the 1990s Rav Schach 
was saying the same things about Sephardi lack of preparedness for 
senior positions as Rabbi Halperin had said when he arrived in 
Morocco eighty years earlier! Yet this would have to be tempered, or 
perhaps complicated, by an awareness that Deri in particular, though 
born in Morocco, was adopted early on by the yeshiva world, and 
was as much a ‘child’ of Rav Schach as of Ovadia Yosef, whatever the 
complications of his relationship with the crusty Lithuanian. He also 
married the adopted daughter of a reportedly wealthy New York 
couple. Furthermore, the Shas yeshiva elite did absorb the haredi way 
of life and shared the haredi sense of threat from secular Israel. This 
closeness to the yeshiva oudook is balanced by the Shas leadership’s 
evidently less hostile attitude to military service and to participation 
in the management of the state apparatus — to which they exhibit a 
response less visceral, less marked by fear, than that of their Ash- 
kenazi cousins. The brothers of Ovadia Yosef fought in some of the 
toughest units in the Independence War (Horowitz, 2000), and, as 
we have noted, after his yeshiva training, Arieh Deri briefly went to 
live in the Occupied Territories. Deri subsequently held highly influ- 
ential positions in government with both Labour and Likud, and as 
Minister of the Interior even cultivated the Israeli Arab population 
who were still voting in relatively strong numbers for Shas in 2003 in 
certain areas (Abu Gosh, Haifa). In 1989 he said ‘we haredim want to 
be involved in all the decision-making’ (in implicit contrast to 
Agudat Yisrael, the traditional haredi camp) and that they wanted to 
be ‘part of the centre of the nation’ (Ha’aretz, 7 April 1989, quoted in 
Shitrit, 2001). Such deep involvement marks him and his colleagues 
off from the older-style haredi politicians who scarcely ever venture 
into ministerial positions, preferring to exercise pressure indirectly. 
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Prosecutor’s office, mixing ethnic and social resentments, was a step 
too far and would eventually come home to roost in 2003 when 
Sharon took the first opportunity to eject Shas from his government 
(Bick, 2004). 

The Deri case, accusing him of taking ‘kickbacks from a yeshiva 
which received government funds and using them for his personal 
enrichment’, including the ‘purchase of a luxury apartment , began 
in the late 1980s, dragged on throughout the 1990s, and eventually 
reached the Supreme Court. He was found guilty on ‘five counts of 
bribery, fraudulent receipt of funds, and violation of public trust 
(Bick, 2001), and received a three-year prison sentence starting on 3 
September 2000, a fine and a ten-year ban from political office. The 
maximum prison sentence would have been five years. Even outside 
Shas many people — but not everyone — took the view that Deri was 
not a serious criminal, that his crime was less severe than those of 
other politicians who had not been tried or convicted, and that he 
was the victim of a political elite threatened by Shas. The verdict was 
broadcast live, further raising Deri’s profile a few weeks before the 
election. An opinion poll found that 19 per cent of the public, but 81 
per cent of Shas voters, thought that Deri did not receive a fair trial 
(Bick, 2001). For months Israeli streets were brimming with demon- 
strations around this personage, and Shas proffered all manner of 
insults at the political establishment but most scandalously at the 
judiciary. The February 1999 rally ‘to protest against the “encroach- 
ment” of the Supreme Court took place in this context. 

Deri was at that time certainly a figure who invited controversy, 
and maybe he even enjoyed it. After the row about the stinking 
manoeuvre’, there was a row about whether he had tried to bargain 
his party’s support for the withdrawal of the army from Hebron in 
1997 in exchange for an abandonment of his case by the Attorney- 
General. At a rally in his defence over this issue Deri reiterated his 
bitter attacks against secular Zionism: ‘Zionism’, he said, was an 
‘offence against God’, trying to create an irreligious Jew; nationhood 
could not be divorced from religion and the Ashkenazi establish- 
ment had tried to deprive the Oriental Jews of their Jewishness 
(Weissbrod, 2003). 

Eventually Ovadia Yosef tired of the controversy and removed 
him from the Presidency of the Party. For Yosef the top priority was 
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to get the party into government in order to pay off the 100 million 
shekels of debt accumulated by Shas’s school system and then enable 
the movement to continue with its religious mission. It seems that 
the schools were channelling tax and social security dues into their 
own expansion, so the need to get into government in order to 
obtain the funds with which to pay off these debts was a matter of 
extreme urgency (Bick, 2004). For those whose support for Shas was 
inspired principally by the persecution of Deri, Sephardi solidarity 
and demands for social, educational and economic improvement 
paying off the debts was not a priority. 

After the imprisonment of Deri the Shas leadership concentrated 
more on religious issues than on an outward-looking strategy that 
had emphasised sustaining or broadening the party’s appeal to the 
Sephardi population, focusing on their social needs and voicing the 
rhetoric of ethnic resentment. Deri’s successor, Yishay, proclaimed 
his unwillingness, as Minister of the Interior, to implement a Supreme 
ourt ru ng on marriage and as party leader has emphasised almost 
excWely religious themes. His associates also seem to have been 
shifting in a similar direction, for example the Shas Minister of Lab- 
our would steer his inspectors to check on Sabbath working rather 
than abuse of workers’ rights. Shas’s social demands became inex- 
tricably linked to their religious agenda: thus in 2002, during the first 
Sharon government, the party joined another ultra-Orthodox party 
to force through a private member’s bill (the ‘Alter’ law) which gave 
disproportionate family and maternity allowances to families with 
more than four children — a measure benefiting almost exclusively 
ultra-Orthodox and Arab families, the latter perhaps to an even 
greater extent than the former. Later, in the 2002 Budget, the meas- 
ure was rescinded: Shas left the government, but then, chastened, 
returned and agreed to conform (Bick, 2004). When he had the 
chance after the 2003 elections, Sharon swapped Shas for its nemesis 
Shinui, though eventually in 2005 he swapped Shinui for another 
ultra-Orthodox party in building a coalition for the Gaza withdrawal. 

Yet there are signs on the ground pointing in a different direction: 
in Petach Tikvah we were shown a series of projects and institutions 
which bore all the hallmarks of showpieces for a Shas in pursuit of 
modernity and broad-based recognition: a gym built as part of a 
school complex with funds allocated during Deri’s tenure as Minister 
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of the Interior; an intermediate girls’ school whose headmistress was 
taking it ahead of the Shas average by installing computers — though 
these had to be funded by parents — and enabling girls to continue 
studying up to the final secondary school certificate ( bagrut ), at least 
in Business Studies; projects enabling disabled people, even women, 
to play basketball. The headmistress of the girls’ school in particular 
demonstrated a strong desire to make her mark on secular society, by 
accepting an invitation to speak at a seminar in the Hebrew Uni- 
versity, and by inviting one of us — as a member of the Hebrew Uni- 
versity — to address a prize-giving ceremony. Here the pupils showed 
their research projects based on non-religious subjects, accompanied 
by expositions on what scientific research consists of, in front of an 
audience of parents drawn from both secular and religious families. 
This is a Shas school, but it aims to attract children from secular 
families by offering a better quality education than other local schools. 
We could not but notice the sense of dynamism exuded by her staff, 
which stood in contrast to the inward-lookingness and defensiveness 
associated with most haredi institutions in Israel. This is, admittedly, 
an elite school, expressing Shas’s modernising and outward-looking 
tendency, and one of a relatively small number of intermediate schools 
run by the Shas education network. According to Anat Feldman, a 
similar school was opened in Jerusalem in 2000 (Feldman, 2001), 
and in our interview with Deri he stressed his own and his wife’s 
efforts to promote high quality open-minded secondary haredi edu- 
cation for Sephardim, but his reflections on the outcome were 
poignant: she directs two secondary schools with 500 girls and tries 
her best to raise the standard, but every year girls try to leave for Ash- 
kenazi (Beit Yaakov) schools and the best performers succeed. ‘There 
are many schools for Sephardi girls but “good” Sephardi families 
don’t want to send their girls there.’ He and his wife had taken their 
own daughters out of Beit Yaakov schools, and their son out of an 
Agudat Yisrael school, to ‘give an example’, but others did not follow 
their example: the implication of his remark seemed to be that his 
daughters had somehow paid a price for this gesture. 

This openness to modernity is noticeable also in the Pedagogical 
Centre established at the Head offices of El HaMa’ayan. It is de- 
picted graphically on the cover of the Centre’s textbook for teaching 
children about t’shuva. The book — entitled ‘Learning together’ — 
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has a cover with two contrasting pictures: one is a classic black-and- 
white photo of children in a Cheder or Talmud Torah in Eastern 
Europe before the Second World War (reminiscent of Roman 
Vishniac s A Vanished World, 1983) with their customary peak-caps 
and a querulous, slightly intimidated look on their faces, gazing 
upwards to their teacher, while the other, this time in colour, fhows 
Israeli children sitting around tables dressed in bright colours, using 
their own books with no teacher in sight. The cover illustration is 
c ever y esigned to contrast a sunny, modern and co-operative teach- 

nf PPr ° aCh WKh the more auth oritarian— and also of course more 
Ashkenazi— approach attributed to the old shtetl world of observant 
Eastern European Jews. This reflects the Pedagogical Centres edu- 
ca lonal philosophy which emphasises participation and cooperation 
more than in the traditional ultra-Orthodox educational system so 
as to make school life more attractive. The French-educated person 
who explained the Centre’s philosophy to us used the word etouffer 
( u ocate) to describe traditional yeshiva education; she aspires to 
disseminate a religion purged of its vision sectaire ; in place of the tra- 
ltional approach which screens yeshiva children from awareness of 
the outside world in fear of the temptations and risks it brings she 
advocates bringing the outside elements into the classroom so as to 
satisfy their curiosity under the eye of the teacher. 

It is often said that parents send their children to Shas schools 
especially primary schools, in order that they may become more 
o edient and remain within the family and off the street. Shas spokes- 
persons, for their part, do not cease to promote their schools as insti- 
tutions that will restore parental authority in difficult social and 
economic conditions. But the effect of the philosophy of the Peda- 
gogical Centre, if applied, is somewhat at variance with those expec- 
tations, for it recognises the family as having lost its socialising and 
educational role, which now becomes the school’s, replacing the fam- 
ily as the channel of transmission of tradition. This in turn is con- 
sistent with a broader pattern observable in contemporary Jewish 
kfe and related in this specific context to the large size of haredi 
amilies, to women s working (while husbands study in kollelim) and 
o course to the t’shuva phenomenon: religion as a way of life trans- 
mitted increasingly by the book and by institutions, and decreasingly 
by the family Indeed, we heard here, as elsewhere, how bringing 
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children from unobservant or partially religious families enables the 
t’shuva message to be transmitted to their parents, stimulated by the 
children’s insistence, thus inverting the customary inter-generational 
transmission of religious practice. Furthermore, conversations with 
head teachers in Jerusalem, Bet Shemesh and Petach Tikvah also 
confirmed that parents are being brought back to a more observant 
life style as a result of sending their children to Shas schools. 

Another sphere in which a branch of Shas is trying to engage with 
modernity is that of science. At first glance this could appear in 
contraposition to what is said in the public sphere. There is a saying 
in haredi circles that ‘it is all in the Gemara’ (or Talmud), that ‘Ein- 
stein, Black Holes, everything’ was already foreshadowed in Rabbi- 
nic writings. And in the manner of evangelical Christians (or Jews) 
citing proven cases of divine healing they quote instances of yeshiva 
students who come top in mathematics despite not having studied 
in the secular schools. In the words of a young volunteer worker at 
the head offices of the Shas education network, ‘someone who knows 
the Gemara knows everything — he can reason, he has a training 
which prepares him for everything.’ In support he quoted the exam- 
ple of an employer in the computer industry who, having at first 
taken on a haredi with some reluctance, eventually began to prefer 
haredim as employees, not only for their skills but also because they 
have more respect for an employer’s property — ‘they do not use the 
phone for personal calls.’ In a similar vein, a member of the Jerusalem 
City Council said that after studying Maimonides, only a few classes 
are required to master mathematics. A rank and file ba’al t’shuva 
studying in the Or HaChayyim yeshiva stated that the Gemara 
already says it is dangerous for pregnant women to smoke — in fact 
the foetus makes a movement even when she watches a tobacco 
advertisement on television. And Reuven Elbaz, leader of the Or 
HaChayyim yeshiva network, writes pamphlets explaining the sci- 
entific, medical basis of the regulation of women’s sexual activity or 
‘family purity laws’ (Caplan, 2003). 

This notion of the universality, and potential modernity, of Rabbi- 
nic wisdom has been taken further by the ‘Research Institute on 
Life-Norms’ (Machon mechkar leanagot vechinuch), whose head, 
Rav Samgia, Chief Rabbi of the Ramat Shlomo district of Jerusalem 
and a person considered close to Ovadia Yosef, aims to renovate 
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Torah learning in accordance with modern conditions. The idea 
seems to be a compromise, using modern science to cast light on 
Rabbinic norms and knowledge, and vice versa, but it responds to 
what Rav Samg ia sees as real problems. Conceptually, he would like 
to reclassify the sources of Judaism (the Talmud and the Com- 
mandments) in modern terms — extracting and repackaging Rabbi- 
nic guidance on the environment, for example, or on education, or 
training social workers in Rabbinics as well as in the workings of the 
modern welfare state. There is much on these subjects in the Tal- 
mud, but it is not classified in modern categories such as psychology 
or the environment. T here is a hint of softening frontiers, and thus of 
ventures into politically sensitive, and publicly exposed, areas: but Rav 
Samgia, who wants to differentiate himself from the Rabbis who say 
‘no’ to every conceivable innovation, and who has cultivated con- 
tacts with the university, was still obliged to withdraw from an NGO- 
sponsored inter-community conciliation programme in the face of 
pressure from a haredi newspaper against secularising contacts. 

ratlona ^ e f° r •his initiative, as for activities undertaken 
by Chabad and indeed by all manner of religious organisations world- 
wide, is a diffuse sense that it can contribute to remedying the ills of 
the modern world: hedonism, selfishness, promiscuity, compulsive 
consumption. Rav Samgia would like to turn advertising to the pro- 
motion and dissemination of the haredi custom of charitable dona- 
tion, and thus change the image of the haredi community. Aware of 
the difficulty of sustaining a vast society of full-time adult learners, 
e would like somehow to find a haredi economics. He seems to 
want to develop a modern idea, namely religion as personal or social 
service, but in that market this quasi-modernised and quasi-profes- 
sionalised version would have difficulty competing with the more 
symbolically potent services of exorcists (such as the well known 
Rav Batzn), or those who propagate the therapeutic virtues of ritual 
observance, not least Ovadia Yosef himself. But Rav Samgia remains 
a visionary: he would like to develop a new book of the Shulchan 
Aruch— the code of Jewish Law written by Joseph Karo, and the 
pre-eminent source of Halakha— for the modern world; he would 
like to create a network of religious and secular people to overcome 
the chasms separating them — for example separating the physician 
from the kabbalist; he would like to create a new common discourse 
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shared by religious and secular scholars so that the latter can return 
to religion and to the true sources. 

In meeting the challenges of modernity and secularism, Shas lead- 
ers must constantly choose between extending their political power 
and social influence and protecting their religious core, although 
once they were relegated to the opposition their choices were rad- 
ically reduced. One illustration of efforts to move this agenda forward 
was visible at a meeting of the Chairmen of Regional Religious 
Councils 9 attended by one of us in August 2001. The Rabbis who 
attended the meeting, mostly linked with Shas, though this was not 
strictly speaking a party affair, came in many cases to gripe: they 
wanted more funding, of course, they resented money being paid to 
Ethiopian immigrants (‘there is even a budgetary item for tefilin for 
immigrants!’) while they themselves were ignored; one denounced 
the existence of some localities with no mohel (practitioner of circum- 
cisions) while others complained of their low remuneration compared 
with members of secular municipal and regional councils. But the 
convenors of the meeting had other ideas: they invited the Director- 
General of the Ministry of Religious Affairs to explain to the coun- 
cil members how to operate effectively and correctly in their roles. If 
they wanted resources and projects and more ritual baths ( mikvaot ) 
they had to learn proper procedure; there should be a separation 
between kashrut inspectors — an activity surrounded by suspicions of 
corruption — and those whom they inspect; the Chairmen of Relig- 
ious Councils should not appoint the other members; no more 
corruption or protectzia ; internal procedures have to be reviewed; 
transparency, it was repeatedly stated, must be ensured. And then 
came the carrot: if they did all these things, then the Ministry of 
Finance would be more willing to entrust funds to the Councils, 
whereas at present the tendency was for funds to be denied to the 
Ministry of Religious Affairs on account of irregularities which had 
been uncovered even by the Supreme Court. The young Director- 
General, exuding competence and confidence, was a moderniser, 
trying to convey the impersonal rules of bureaucratic procedure to 
Rabbis who wanted only to hear of funds and projects. After the 

9 Religious Councils are appointed by (mostly) religious parties in municipal gov- 
ernment to administer personal status law (marriage, divorce, burial), provide 
public religious facilities such as ritual baths, and administer funds provided by the 
former Ministry of Religious Affairs for a variety of purposes. 
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2003 elections, however, these ideas may well be defunct: Shas is out 
of the government, the Ministry of Religious Affairs has been dis- 
solved and its functions have been redistributed to other Ministries. 

These vignettes show that influential people in the Shas move- 
ment, with access to resources, are partially aware of the need for a 
movement with ambitions such as theirs to engage with modernity. 
They know they need trained cadres and professionals to work in 
public administration, and indeed they have already managed to 
place their people in the civil service. So far, however, this is less an 
intelligentsia than a technical cadre; Shas does not engage in public 
debate with the scientific and humanistic intelligentsia, and its lead- 
ers’ remarks about Israeli judges, whatever their political and con- 
junctural motives, betray a deep distrust of the impersonality of 
expertise which underlies modern scientific endeavour. Thus the 
movement denies itself an opportunity to project its message beyond 
its core religious and Sephardi following. Using its ministerial and 
institutional power bases for clientelistic and sectarian purposes to 
benefit the movement’s own followers, or to impose the rituals of 
observance on less willing citizens, has weakened Shas’s efforts to 
bring about its desired reorientation of the whole of Israeli society. 
This attitude is summed up in the comments of Shas spokesman 
Yitzhak Suderi during the 2002-3 election campaign, about how he 
would deal with the challenge of secularist firebrand Tomi Lapid: 
Its enough for us to show the broadcast about non-Jewish immi- 
gration to Israel [from the former Soviet Union], the shops selling 
pork and the churches; and at the end we’ll show a horrible picture 
of Lapid. (Ha’aretz, 9 January 2003). Lapid’s militantly secularist 
party, of course, overtook Shas in the election and replaced its people 
in the Cabinet. Deri was out of politics, and barely out of jail; his 
modernising approach and the aspiration to reach out to society as a 
whole seemed to have lost out. 

SHAS AS A POLITICAL CONSTRUCT: THE PROJECT 
OF ETHNIC RENEWAL 

One merit of the project of t’shuva, from the protagonists’ point of 
view, is its requirement of little theoretical or even programmatic 
elaboration. While other movements and parties (except of course 
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the ultra-Orthodox) produce programmatic statements and mani- 
festos, the substantial amount of material published by Shas institu- 
tions and by Ovadia Yosef himself, consists of devotional or exegetic 
texts, or practical advice about the rituals of daily life. The ethnic 
theme is however implicitly omnipresent; and there is much em- 
phasis on social benefits in the party’s day-to-day practice. A pro- 
minent member of a Municipal Council, who was regarded as a 
political figure of some weight, explained to us that his job was to 
reduce the numbers of Sephardim who depended on welfare prog- 
rammes, and that the ‘Shas revolution’ — as it is often called — was to 
‘raise the abilities of people of Sephardi origin, not just religious 
people.’ Our interviews with David Yosef, Ovadia’s son, in 2000, and 
with Arieh Deri in 2004, placed more explicit emphasis on the 
Sephardi theme and, indeed, pulled together all the ethnic issues that 
had otherwise cropped up in scattered conversations. 

Yosef began by tracing the grievances of North African Jewry to 
secularisation in their countries of origin. The Alliance Israelite 
Universelle’s schools, which catered principally to the elite, were 
neither religious nor Zionist, ‘and people were not strong enough to 
understand that this was not the way.’ During the twentieth century 
Rabbis’ influence declined considerably in Iraq and Algeria, to a 
lesser extent in Morocco and much less in Syria. He then distanced 
himself from Zionism and seemed to express some nostalgia for the 
coexistence of Jews and non-Jews in Arab countries, by describing 
how Zionism produced a ‘big hatred’ ofjews on the part of Arabs. In 
this he was sharing the collective memory of other Shasniks, who 
occasionally even described Muslims to us as religious people with 
whom they could co-exist more comfortably than with the godless 
Zionists. He was also reflecting a frequent formula heard among 
Shas activists, who speak of Zionists as someone else, as ‘them’. Thus 
the same volunteer in the head offices of Shas’s Education network 
who we quoted earlier told us that his ambition was to draw up an 
alternative history curriculum, drawing in part on the ‘new histo- 
rians’ of Zionism (such as Benny Morris; see Morris, 1999) so 
heavily criticised by right-wing Zionist nationalists, in which he 
would describe how ‘Zionists destabilised the situation ofjews in 
Arab countries’ and how they ‘put aside’ the culture of the North 
African Jews when they came to Israel. 
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Yosef quoted research by the Ministry ofEducation which showed 
hat more than half of the etghteen year olds m the development 

bS-Zh Pr ^ 0mjnanc] y Se Phardi, did not have the 

Like othe^ h qUlrC J qua iPlcatlon for entrance to higher education. 
Like others, he spoke of how, in their treatment of the arriving 

immigrants, the Zionists ‘stole their self-respect, their Judaism’ and 

that C hh U t° Clal and 3 religious problem’. Why is it, he asked 
that although there are doubdess also some criminals among the 

descendants of the 300 000 Jewish people from Morocco who went 
o ranee, so many of them are doctors, lawyers and the like, while in 
sraeli prisons 70 or 80 per cent of prisoners are from Morocco, and 
per cent of inmates are Sephardim? In Israeli universities, he com- 
plained, again echoing views we have heard elsewhere, ‘there are 
more Arabs than Sephardim’. And then, to cap it all, they brought 
the Russians and sent them to live together with the Moroccans in 

whSrrr 11 ^^ were abie to see in Bet ^mesh. 

Me the Sephardim suffered, the Russians received all the benefits 
and then demonstrated their indifference to Judaism by opening 
pork butcher shops, which are offensive even to non-observam 
Moroccans. This resentment against ‘the Russians’ is another leitmo- 
tif with its accompanying sense of persecution: some interviewees 

dilute 0 heT d ^ USS ’ an 1 T llgratl ° n was encouraged in order to 
dilute the Jewish character of Israeli society, since most had lost all 

contact with their Jewish heritage, many were not Jewish in any 

“ , T /T C ° Uld understand ’ and, a Part from the pork 
butchers, also built Russian Orthodox churches. 

In recalling the founding of Shas, David Yosef spoke of his awaken- 
ng when he was pursuing his Rabbinic studies with Arieh Deri and 
hey decided to make a Revolution’. He realised that even the non- 
observant among the Sephardi population retained many elements 
of then- religious traditions: they still respected their Rabbis, they still 
celebrated the principal religious festivals, they had a family and 
community spirit which the secular people, for example on the kib- 
butzim, did not have. But they had a ‘bitter taste in their mouth’, and 
the two aspiring politicians thought that if they were to teach them 
make special clubs for their children for example, they would come 
again to respect their parents as they used to before coming to Israel 
As a brand new party in 1984 Shas had not qualified for the state 
funding available to established parties, and had only ten thousand 
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shekels for their campaign publicity. They had precisely ten minutes 
of TV air time which they used simply to show a picture of a dinner 
table laid for the Sabbath eve and a Sephardi Rabbi saying ‘the 
problem is keeping the Sabbath and the commandments, that is all/ 
They persuaded his father to go on the campaign trail 10 and won 
four seats against Ezer Weizman’s three. Weizman, he says conten- 
tedly, could not understand how he, with his background as a war 
hero and a seasoned public figure, did worse than these upstarts. 11 
The answer was in Shas s enthusiastic grassroots mobilisation of which 
the established political parties were no longer capable: 12 in the four 
years after their first electoral success in 1984 they criss-crossed the 
country, attending three meetings every night, and formed 300 local 
Shas ‘branches’, but they were not branches in the sense of party 
branches: they were synagogues, ritual baths, clubs for women, for 
children and for men, and they doubtless owed their existence in 
part to funds obtained through Shas s participation in government. 

Hostility against the secular elite was rekindled when Yosef came 
to the Deri trial: he said Rabin was against bringing Deri to trial, 
that Deri was singled out by the newly appointed Public Prosecutor 
who did not pursue cases against other people for similar offences, 
that the judges ‘hate us’, that the media coverage was ferociously 
hostile, and that the language in the verdict was violent in a manner 
inappropriate for a courtroom. These views — and they are just 
views — echo not only those of Shas supporters, but also views fre- 
quently heard from members of the secular elite, including some 
mentioned by David Yosef, who tend to admit that Deri was found 
guilty of crimes no worse than those of others who have not been 
prosecuted. These people — generally highly unsympathetic to 
Shas — readily say that Deri was targeted because his popularity and 
charisma posed a threat to the political establishment. 

These elements summarise well the Shas mental construct as far as 
the past is concerned, but it was striking that when David Yosef 

10 Although he did not mention this, a number of Sephardi religious candidates 
had stood as independents at the preceding municipal elections as a trial run, and 
the results encouraged them to proceed with an official list. 

1 1 Weizman, at the time of the interview, was in the news because he had been 
forced to resign as President of Israel due to allegations of the improper receipt 
of $5 million. 

12 See the section on occupying vacant spaces, below. 
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spoke of the future he did not say very much and he did not use 
familiar Shas catchphrases. He said the Sephardim need a ‘Harvard’ 
rival the Lithuanians prestigious yeshivas; he looked forward to 
making a revolution with women, to reducing their inequality and 
to preserwng the family-remarks which may conceiv^btyhave 

of Shafhad t0 i aP H CO a ^ Eur ° pe ' The mere existence 
of Shas had already produced far-reaching changes— at a certain 

" Pr °r y S3ld ’ the , media were talkm S about nothing but 
Shas. Rather than a vision for Israel his thinking was dominated bv 

pride that this leadership had burst in on the political establishment 
while at the same time remaining attuned to the culture of an unso- 
phisticated Sephardi public, a public who had not understood his 
allusion when, in front of the crowd gathered to accompany Deri to 
prison he had said this is our Bastille day’; and he regret* ed-at that 
time, before the renewal of violence in late 2000— that ‘our people’ 
were too radical to accept his father’s belief that Israel has to gwe 
or peace, but he summed his feelings up by saying that ‘we gave 

people pride. . . we know their language, we know how to behave to 
them, how to give respect.’ 

Despite David Yosef’s open-minded and relatively cosmopolitan 
approach, our account has shown that whereas Shas is able to con- 
late with no difficulty the themes of religious and ethnic renewal 
t faces greater difficulty in the elaboration of a project which could 
transform it into a modern social movement, able to engage in 
meaningful interaction with other sectors of society, on the basis of a 
common understanding of authority and expertise. One problem for 

formatffin'haTt ^ r °° ted in their haredl 

mation has turned them against these modern forms ofintel- 

T - Ua i e Jf han8e ' Much as the y s °metimes express bitterness against 

Deri Sh^T m th£ yCShiVa W ° rld ’ after the de ™se of 

Der Shas leaders are far more powerfully moved by resistance to the 

secular world than by resentments within the haredi world 

It may well be that the 2003 elections decided this issue,' with the 

40 per cent decline in the party’s absolute vote (down from 13 per 

cent to 8 per cent in a declining turnout). The ‘burial’ of Arieh Den 

both as an individual and as an ‘issue’, meant the party’s propaganda’ 

ropped all mention of the injustice of his imprisonment which had 

een at the heart of their 1999 campaign, but also that the loss of his 
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charismatic and modernising appeal aimed at the Sephardi popu- 
lation as a whole may have reduced Shas to greater reliance on its re- 
ligious supporters. The party’s increasingly close alignment with the 
nationalist right and its increasing emphasis on religious, as opposed 
to ethnic and social issues, reduced the distinctiveness of its appeal and 
must have led it to lose voters looking for a ‘pure play’ by voting 
either for non-religious parties of the right or for other haredi parties. 

Finally, the vote was heavily influenced by the abandonment of 
the direct popular election of the Prime Minister, which had allowed 
people the ‘luxury’ of voting for their favourite non-Shas Prime 
Ministerial candidate while still voting for Shas in the Knesset. The 
signs in 2003 seemed to be that Shas was returning to the haredi fold 
from which its leaders had once emerged at the cost, eventually, of its 
wider social agenda. 

Deri, in our conversation, framed these issues in terms of self- 
respect and self-esteem. His concern was less with the socio-econo- 
mic advancement of the Sephardim than with their ability to organise. 
For him the role of the ultra-Orthodox among the Sephardim was 
to act as consciousness-raisers (though he did not use this last term). 
But he regretted that in this they were hobbled by an excessive 
respect for Ashkenazi institutions which eroded the attempt by him 
and others to build equivalent Sephardi ones. Even his own family s 
efforts in this respect had been disappointing. The best students, he 
said, tended almost without exception, to go off to the prestigious 
Ashkenazi yeshivas, leaving the Sephardim without leadership and 
above all without pride. And the current Shas leadership had neglec- 
ted this consciousness-raising aspect of the movement. 


THE HISTORIC ACTOR 
Supporters ’ conceptions of Shas 

The interviews we have conducted with a variety of people, all com- 
mitted to Shas and the t’shuva movement, reveal a degree of coyness 
in talking about Shas as a political phenomenon, even about using 
the word. Possibly the coyness was also ours — in order to avoid pro- 
voking either a defensiveness, or superficial and ready-made pat 
answers, or indeed a reluctance to respond on the part of our inter- 
locutors, we quite often avoided raising Shas explicitly, preferring to 
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present our work as focused on ‘return to religion’ and ‘ethnic re- 
newal’. Given that our interest is principally in ethnic and religious 
themes, we sensed it was not worth introducing unnecessary con- 
tentiousness at a time when the party was riven by factional disputes 
and, as always, subject to adverse and disdainful comment in the 
secular press. Also, many of our interviewees were teachers and as 
such were supposed to be involved in education, not politics, so 
certain formalities had to be respected. Of course, we observed how 
many of these conventions and constraints are honoured in the 
breach, but that did not dispense us from preserving the formalities. 

Both the followers of Shas and its opponents and detractors draw 
on a battery of ready-made formulae. For Shas followers and activists 
Shas is cited as giving Israel’s Sephardi population a sense of self-confi- 
dence, as bringing the Jewish people back to religion and to their 
traditions, as attending to the problems of the poor and needy, as 
being in direct touch with the people, and as restoring family values. 

The sense of self-confidence is encapsulated in the frequently 
quoted motto ‘return the crown to its ancient glory’, and in the names 
of Shas institutions such as Ha-Ma’ayan — ‘the source’. The phrase 
Shas has given pride to the Sephardim’ is often heard, for example, 
in the image evoked by a sixty-seven year old Yemeni Jew inter- 
viewed in a suburb of Tel- Aviv: ‘Shas raised the keren (ray of light) of 
religion; now we can go out with a kippa and pray without shame.’ 
The reference to overcoming a sense of shame is very important, and 
refers to appearing in public both as an observant person and also as 
a Sephardi: Shas tries to give the Sephardim their home back’ (a sen- 
ior Petach Tikvah political operative); ‘The Shas revolution is meant 
to raise the abilities of the people of Sephardi origin to achieve social 
progress’ (member of the Jerusalem City Council); ‘Shas. . . raised the 
morale of Sephardim, gave them pride and security when saying “I 
am a Sephardi . This person sounded as if he was reproducing Deri’s 
speeches, for Deri himself used very similar language in our inter- 
view with him: Shas had enabled Sephardim to do things on their 
own, its schools ‘belong to the grassroots, to people who rose up in 
society ,some of them even joining the political elite of their towns, 
as in Petach Tikvah: ‘if each can feel himself to be the owner of what 
he does, he can do many things.’ 

The unstable balance of ethnic and religious themes and revivals is 
reflected in the words of our interviewees. Those who are drawn to 


152 


Shas as a Social Movement 


Shas on account of its religious advocacy may sometimes be uncom- 
fortable with the strong ethnic culture and emphasis among its activ- 
ists on Sephardi customs as against those of the Ashkenazim: thus 
observant Sephardim who recognise the prestige of the Ashkenazi 
yeshiva world and its culture may be embarrassed by ‘Sephardi’ rul- 
ings on obscure matters of, for example, acceptable female dress, or 
the precise timing and procedure for lighting the Sabbath candles. 
Also, statements about ethnicity can lend themselves to an interpre- 
tation based on a sharper sense of difference or division than the 
speaker intends. For example, one person who praised Shas for creat- 
ing an environment where people could pray ‘according to their 
fathers song’ or ‘their mother’s Torah’ — in the tunes and with the 
rituals of their own Sephardi traditions— also said almost in the same 
breath that differences between Ashkenazim and Sephardim should 
not be ‘sharpened’ — ‘there is love; people don’t understand.’ In 
other words, the ethnic differences that emphasise an aesthetic or 
conceivably corporal heritage were acceptable to this person, but 
not those that divide the Jews by claiming different interpretations 
of Rabbinic law or wisdom. These sorts of response remind us that 
ou tsiders looking for signs of difference and contrasting identity can 
too easily overestimate the extent to which they reflect felt resent- 
ment or friction. 


Shas as bodily presence 

True to its double identity as a movement and a political party, Shas 
is described as bringing people back to their customs through its 
physical presence on the ground rather than by its political or legis- 
lative activity in the Parliament and the government. One of our 
interlocutors spoke of Shas’ ‘main contribution. . .in the small and 
marginal places: they send people who open new roads forward, new 
contexts and new visions.’ Shas’s leading figure in Bet-Shemesh, 
whom we have already encountered as head of a kollel where he 
spends most of his day, even described them as ‘in among the people 
like Moses’. Another member of the same Yemeni family quoted 
above, a twenty-nine year old air-conditioning technician, twice 
remarked on Shas’s physical presence in the community: ‘Shas is the 
only party we see in the street. . . Shas does not disappear after elec- 
tions. . . There is more “soul” to their work.’ Yet, perhaps because of 
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his own Yemeni background, he too expressed a certain discomfort 
with the Sephardi emphasis, Yemeni customs being quite distinct 
from the North African and Levantine traditions promoted by Shas. 
This allusion to a movement which comes to the people and stays 
close to them crops up repeatedly, even among people who say they 
do not vote for Shas, and it reflects a sense that Shas is not a party like 
the others, and even that there is a tension between efficacy as a polit- 
ical party and closeness to the people. Thus a Moroccan lady even 
expressed her regret that Shas had to use political means to achieve 
its ends, though she was also glad because Shas had restored ‘the very 
meaning of Israel’s existence’. 

This physical presence is contrasted with the much less caring 
methods of other political parties. But there is more, for ritual is 
inseparable from the body, from physical acts, and if Shas is invoking 
a tradition of customary religious observance, that means ritual and 
hence is embodied. The physical presence is not just the presence of 
people: those activists are dressed in a certain way, they speak in a cer- 
tain way, they stop to pray and do so in a certain way. Their physical 
presence in itself, without speeches or indoctrination, evokes memo- 
ries and associations, notably of parents and grandparents, quite fre- 
quently mentioned by our respondents. The physical presence of 
Likud or Labour activists would not have the same emotional effect. 

Shas men wear a haredi hat, but it is a Borsalino hat 13 tilted 
forward as distinct from the higher hats of Chabad (reminiscent of 
the Shakers) or the perfectly horizontal style of the Lithuanians. 
They wear a dark suit, said by some to be dark navy blue, not quite 
black, double-breasted with wide lapels in imitation of the Armani 
style. They often wear a black velvet skullcap in public, while other 
haredim tend only to wear the skullcap alone when they are off the 
street. (Men always wear a skullcap under the hat anyhow.) Shas men 
also carry themselves differently on the street. The classic Ashkenazi 
stereotype of a yeshiva bochur is that of a somewhat ungainly bespec- 
tacled youth 14 with sidelocks blowing in the air as he ‘fast-forwards ’ 15 

13 The most authentic model apparently costs $200. 

14 It is a mystery why such an apparently very high proportion of yeshiva students 
wear glasses, is it because they grow short-sighted from excessively long hours 
bent over books, is it genetic, or is it just that their parents and teachers send 
them to the opticians? We await a statistical study. 

15 This felicitous formulation is owed to Tamar El-Or (El-Or and Neria, 2004). 
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along the street, squeezing between passers-by, avoiding their gaze 
and hastening to the next lesson or engagement. Speed is a mitzvah 
for him, for to hang around without studying is bitul Torah — an 
offence against the Torah. His opposite number from Shas is quite 
different: he does not grow his sidelocks; 16 he walks tall, perhaps 
because he has usually done military service, especially if he is a ba’al 
t } shuva ; he does not adopt the fast-forward gait; his beard is cut to a 
carefully calculated stubble, rather than left to grow in all and any 
direction; he looks you in the eye. 

Shas women do not dress in quite such a uniform manner, but 
they are still recognisable, in particular by their headgear. All married 
haredi women cover their hair, at least until they are well into old age, 
but they do so in different ways. Among the Ashkenazim some shave 
their heads and wear wigs, others wear wigs and hats, and in some 
sects they wear nothing except a headscarf tied over the forehead. 17 
Sephardi haredi women in contrast never shave their heads or wear 
wigs and have no such tradition — and when the subject has been 
raised Ovadia Yosef has firmly forbidden such Eastern European 
practices. They are called upon by Shas, if they wish to be strictly 
observant, to cover every hair on their heads with a scarf or net, but 
their hair can be long, allowing the scarf or net to hang down the 
back of the neck. We attended a womens consciousness-raising 
group at which a Rabbi’s wife explained how to deal with hair in 
great detail. Sephardi women, if they are observant, seem to be under 
less pressure to wear dowdy greys and browns, and more readily use 
bright colours. We attended a Chanukah party with some 1,000 
women supporters of Shas and all the singers and actresses who ap- 
peared on the stage were dressed in up-to-date modern style. Yaffa 
Deri, wife of Arieh Deri, always appears very elegantly dressed and is 
apparently admired for this. Our casual observation is that many of 
the Shas women also walk differently: they do not seem to exhibit 

16 To be precise, sidelocks are not worn by Lithuanians or by Chabad, but they are 
worn by several Chassidic sects. 

17 Observers unfamiliar with this milieu might be forgiven for concluding that in 
some sects women do everything in their power to suppress their attractiveness 
in public, and to exhibit the effects on their bodies of their many pregnancies. To 
correct the picture, though, attention should be drawn to a new genre, known as 
‘ haredi chic’. 


The historic actor 


155 


the accumulated burden of years of pregnancy and child-rearing in 
the way many of their Ashkenazi opposite numbers do, especially the 
less well-off among them. That, though, may change as the Vshuva 
process feeds through the generations, and also in the light of the 
rapid increase in fertility among Sephardi haredim. 

The body is political in another sense. The often repeated remark 
that Shas is the only party that does not disappear between election 
campaigns reflects grassroots activism as well, doubtless, as the party’s 
access to resources when it controlled several major spending Min- 
istries. These resources could be distributed along clientelistic lines, 
and Shas supporters often speak in quite unabashed terms of the 
party s clientelism, describing its task in government, especially local 
government, as looking after individual cases, rather than in terms of 
developing a policy on an issue. One feature which distinguishes 
clientelism from more impersonal ways of alloca ting resources is that 
it involves personal contact. Shas has used its leverage in such a way 
as to project itself into the everyday life of the Sephardi haredim and 
the ba’alei t’shuva: whereas other parties might promote a policy and 
leave it to the bureaucracy to implement, the institutions promoted 
by Shas the educational network, Or HaChayyim’s yeshivas, hous- 
ing associations, the network of clubs and other activities organised 
for adults are implemented by Shas loyalists, sometimes working 
for free as volunteers. So this is no ordinary state bureaucracy, it is 
an army of the committed, and many supporters clearly value that 
commitment and gain a sense of their own worth as persons. Conse- 
quently, they feel treated like individuals, not impersonally as ‘mere’ 
citizens. 

Shas in the eyes of others 

Being aware of attitudes towards Shas among other sections of opin- 
ion, especially secular Israelis, is valuable, though it is not a subject on 
which we have gathered information intensively For many of them 
Shas has come to represent, variously, an expression of the gullibility 
of the ignorant, or of the aggressiveness of the ultra-Orthodox, while 
others, more patrician perhaps, see Shas as a wake-up call for a de- 
served and overdue correction to social injustices inflicted on the 
Sephardi population. 
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Listening to and reading the opinions of members of those secular 
elite generations who were the moving force in founding and lead- 
ing the state, until the election of Begin in 1977, gives the impress- 
ion that they see in Shas a social, cultural and political threat. They 
are usually excellent English speakers and attuned to modern liberal 
cosmopolitan values. Although mostly non-practising, or at least 
non-Orthodox, they often have a religious erudition as part of their 
general Jewish culture, or handed down from their more learned and 
observant European forebears. Sometimes they speak as if the coun- 
try had been stolen from them by Shas, 18 also as people who still 
‘know best’. For them Shas is led by very clever people — especially 
Arieh Deri — but they mock the learning of Ovadia Yosef, and por- 
tray Shas followers and activists as ignorant, ill-educated and uncul- 
tured, and as superstitious practitioners of quasi-magical religion. Thus 
a prominent journalist assured us that if Shas lost the support of the 
‘Kedourie’ wing — with its amulets and kabbalistic legitimacy — it 
would suffer significantly. In the event, and although both things did 
happen in the 2003 election, the electoral performance of the Kedou- 
rie supporters, who ran an independent list, was negligible. Among 
this cosmopolitan establishment — albeit one which has lost much of 
its influence — the stereotype of Shas s leaders as money-grabbing 
and corrupt is accompanied by a sense of unease at Deri s conviction, 
for they say quite often that the Shas leadership is no more culpable 
than other Israeli politicians, from whom they learnt their tricks. 

This reaction is further reflected in a series of interviews with 
prominent Israeli intellectuals conducted in 1999 by Guila Flint and 
Bila Soq (2000), exploring intellectuals’ opinions about the place of 
the religious and the secular in Israel. The secular figures among 
them — the liberal politician Yael Dayan, the writer Haim Beer, the 
sociologist Shlomo Swirsky — tend to regard Shas as a party that has 
succeeded by playing the political game skilfully, but not as an agenda- 
setter or as the reflection of broad social or cultural changes; stated 
more curtly, they see that it has provided schooling which satisfies 
the needs of a marginalised section of the population by providing 
hot meals and long school days, and that it has given a renewed sense 

18 Note that this is said not of the rise of the extreme right — i.e. the settlers’ 
movements — but of the rise of Shas, whose first big electoral gains were a shock 
even to experienced pollsters. It used to be said also of Begin’s 1977 victory, 
which owed much to Sephardi votes. 
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o pride, or identity, to the Sephardi population. Both the secular and 
the more religious interviewees readily recognise, if asked, the insen- 

“ C T t ° f tHe ? phardl immigrants to Israe l a t the hands of 
the secular European elite, and see Shas as a response to that mal- 

treatment— and even secular interviewees say that they deserve the 
attacks they receive from Shas. Not that they take seriously either the 

s tTrT ement 7 P ° SSible significance Shas in reshaping 
Israeli Judaism, or Israeli Jewish ultra-Orthodoxy: the distinguished 

modern Rabbinical scholar Moshe Halbertal is dismissive of tfe idea 

sam/ eh f 0 ? mSplreS i Shass foUoWlng to an ythmg approaching the 
same extent as social concerns. In his view the success of Shas has 

occurred because other parties or organisations, such as the Histadrut 
the central trade umon organisation, abandoned the field and left the 
Sephardim as an available electoral following for whoever would 
satisfy their social needs or resentments. These modern intellectuals, 
both rehgiously observant and secular, regard Shas as a political 
group filling an empty space, but not as a social movement, and they 
interpret its rise largely in material terms. Only one, using the term 
social revolution .grasped the profimdity of the phenomenon, but 
even she, by using the term ‘social’, seemed to believe the issue could 
e ea t wit y appropriate social policies, thus minimising its 
broader cultural and religious significance. 

A long article by Neri Livneh entitled ‘The party they love to 
hate in Ha aretz (28 August 2000) reported in detail on anti-Shas 
moods and moves among Israeli intellectuals. The language of the 
interviewees was often intemperate, occasionally violent and almost 
invariably angry-though it should be read with the awareness that 
sraeli political discourse is on average more direct than that preva- 
lent in Europe or the United States. The emphasis was on Shas s relig- 
ious intolerance audits racism, although one or two people tried to 
distinguish Shas s religious partisanship from its role as bearer of the 
social grievances of an excluded Sephardi population. The historian 
Meron Benvemsti, in an emotional self-caricature, characterised one 
IJA^! attltude of the country’s intellectual elite: ‘We belong to the 
old Ashkenazi elite, even though I am a Sephardi. These new people 
have arrived and become the majority, and they are stealing what 
was ours I have been living in a bubble since 1977, since the 
upset which displaced us from being “we, the chosen” and “we 
brought and we did” and we, and we and we.’ Elsewhere the article 
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quotes people accusing Shas of being racist and fascist, its leadership 
of being nouveau riche , corrupt, ostentatious, anti-democratic, shame- 
less and nepotistic, even an 'ignorant cynical gang’, and the secular 
opponents of Shas of spinelessness, fear, ‘bubblism’ and impotence. 
Amidst this torrent, the anthropologist Tamar El-Or tried to take 
her distance, explaining the inauthenticity of then Prime Minister 
Barak’s attempt to use Shas to bolster his coalition: in her view he 
thought he could treat them with contempt and turn them to his 
own purposes and he was proved seriously mistaken. For when he 
set about building a coalition after his electoral victory in 1999 Barak 
had ignored his supporters’ shouts of ‘Anyone but Shas, anyone but 
Shas’, presumably because he thought he could use Shas’s support at 
little cost. In fact, of course, they extracted a very high price, espe- 
cially in budgetary terms. 

These issues were even more prominent in the 2003 election when 
Shinui raised its Knesset representation from six to fifteen and re- 
placed Shas in the governing coalition. This party is viewed by many 
commentators as a one-issue secularist party whose leader, former 
TV personality Tomi Lapid, has built his reputation almost exclu- 
sively by campaigning against the imposition of religious norms and 
the multiplication of privileges for the haredi population. Having 
assured the public that it would not join a coalition with any ultra- 
Orthodox parties, Shinui s position shifted when in 2004 it looked as 
if some such Ashkenazi ultra-Orthodox parties might join to replace 
dissident Likud Ministers. Shinui still continued to veto Shas, how- 
ever, leading Shasniks and others to accuse Lapid and his followers of 
racial prejudice against them. 

Other sections — or perhaps other generations — of the intelli- 
gentsia, though extremely sensitive to the social grievances which 
Shas reflects, still remain ambivalent. Recent academic papers on the 
treatment of Shas in the press illustrate admirably — and in some 
ways subconsciously — the contradictory impulses provoked by Shas’s 
political success. The authors of both papers, one on articles appear- 
ing in Ha’aretz between 1994 and 1999 (Helman and Levy, 2001), 
the other on articles appearing in the more popular Yediot Aharonot 
in the six months leading to the 1999 elections (Lefkowitz, 2001) 
express no sympathy with Shas’s religious agenda, but are incensed 
by the patronising treatment of the party in the country’s press. 
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Ha aretz is shown to criticise and patronise Shas in a variety of ways: 
Ovadia Yosef k presented in its pages as a ‘sorcerer’ and ‘magician’ 
and his followers ridiculed for their superstition and faith in amulets 
and the like. The party is compared to the Iranian ayatollahs, who 
also were pioneers in the use of cassette tapes for propaganda pur- 
poses (see Chapter 6). The newspaper lumps all Sephardim into a 
single cultural category, and conjures up an implicitly ethnocentric 
Israelmess which the children of Shas will not fit into because of 
their haredi education. Ha’aretz sees Shas as a departure from this 
Israelmess, transforming its character through education programmes 
and symbolising this shift by taking over buildings previously used 
by Israels founding secular institutions such as Histadrut. An under- 
lying irony to this indignant polemic is that the authors take the 
post-modern view that Israeliness is itself a fiction or a construct 
imposed by a hegemonic elite. Yediot Aharonot is accused of labelling 
the Mizrahim as ‘quintessentially Other, as criminal, violent and emo- 
tional, and as poverty-stricken and backward’, as ‘hypocritical 
corrupt and backward’, even ‘primitive’. 

So much for the secularised middle classes and the intelligentsia— 
but what of the ultra-Orthodox world? Although, as with secular 
opinions, we did not actively seek out views of Shas in other sectors 
of the haredi world, it did come up in a separate inquiry when we 
met the mashgiach (roughly: ‘Senior Tutor’) of the yeshiva Yekiri 
Yerushalayim. This is a distinctive institution because although all its 
students are Sephardi, it does not use Sephardi music or prayer 
customs and identifies one hundred per cent with the Lithuanian 
tradition, revealing a separate, hidden Sephardi ultra-Orthodox world 
from which Shas is absent. In other words, it is a Sephardi institution 
ethnically but not in any sense politically. And the word ‘politically’ 

IS apt here because the mashgiach, when he heard we had been 
working on Shas, delivered a furious tirade against Shas and espe- 
cially against Rabbinic office-holders in the pay of the state — not 
because he was against the state but because of his contempt for their 
ignorance and opportunism. ‘They are worse’, he said, ‘than Tomi 
Lapid [leader of Shinui] because they use the Torah falsely for non- 
rehgious ends , by which he meant to earn money or gain some 
personal advantage. ‘Maybe they have more influence in society’ he 
admitted, but even the most famous, within themselves ‘know the 
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difference’ between their world and their worth, and the world of 
the yeshiva which is devoted to the ‘highest, purest qualities of the 
Torah’. Shas for him was a purely political phenomenon, and he 
found it distasteful in the extreme. 

These vignettes illustrate the range of responses evoked by Shas 
among the cultural elite and, indirectly, the press. However, the ac- 
count of Ha’aretz ’ s representation of Shas is tendentious, and reflects 
the influence of certain intellectual fashions in international and 
Israeli social science. During this research we have followed Ha’aretz 
on an almost daily basis and although opinion pieces may be very 
hostile to Shas, they are clearly demarcated from reportage, while 
analysis and opinion, though occasionally ironic or patronising, are 
never virulent. Overall, popular response to Shas outside its sphere of 
influence remains largely undocumented, while the elite response is 
marked by varying combinations of guilt, fear and disdain, as the 
above paragraphs show. 


Ethnic disadvantage, mobilisation and voting 

One version of the birth of Shas was recounted to us in September 
2000 by a thirty-four year old man who was working in the head 
offices of the Shas education network. He recalled that when he 
was still a teenager there had been various Sephardi Talmudei Tora 
(schools for young children concentrating exclusively on religious 
study), but these were totally dependent on Agudat Yisrael, the 
dominant Ashkenazi ultra-Orthodox party, whose leading political 
(as distinct from religious) figure had been Moshe Porush and was 
now his son Menachem. Porush had denied the Sephardi institutions 
what they regarded as a fair share of the extra resources which had 
flowed to the haredi community after they joined the Begin gov- 
ernment in 1977. The heads of these institutions were jacks-of-all- 
trades who had to act simultaneously as school heads, janitors and 
night watchmen and were always short of cash. Eventually they 
called for advice from Meir Ze’ev, an experienced political infighter 
who was then Deputy Mayor of Jerusalem, and later became a Shas 
Member of the Knesset. The action which resulted was in effect the 
rubbishing of a Porush campaign meeting at a school in the Bou- 
kharim neighbourhood where all the leading Sephardi Rabbis had 
studied under Porush’s father. When Porush spoke he reminded 
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them ‘all you have you owe to me’, whereupon one after another 
vanous yeshiva Heads stood up and complained about unanswered 
letters, unsatisfied needs and so on, and Porush became mo^ and 
more flustered until the audience all produced Shas posters from 
under their seats. In the end, Porush called the police who helped 
him escape in a jeep! Porush, we may recall, was also unpopular with 
Rav Schach, and the story recounted here should be seen against the 

aiSTpolh 1 tT-TT" aCC °“ nt ° f "" R “’ s 

, ' e Shasmks may have been pawns in a mysterious 

game, but in the end they did well out of it. 

Another leading theme of Shas’s collective autobiography is the 

noTl^ ° f the S T aI problems which h ^e affected the Sephardi 
population since the 1950s: poor social services, high youth unem- 

p oyment and (reportedly) drug use, against a background of dis- 
crimination and resentment. In 1973 the Sephardim accounted for 
pi P Zr nt ° fth ? P°P ulatlon but for only 10 per cent of the MKs 

vZ f mT? I 0 *? ° n 3 SCphardl llSt m 1949 and in 1951 
V > )• n the late 1960s several grassroots movements had 

emerged among Sephardi youth in Jerusalem, of which the ‘Black 
anthers were the most famous, though others, such as the Ohalim 
were equally important. Their leaders were largely ‘unattached and 

?993? U So nt f T,, d ° ne miIkary Service ( Cohen . 1972; Sasson, 
1993). Some of their followers had scarcely had any education even 

ce TeedTs-M P ' r ° f ' "T (cxcludin S th °* military ,erv- 

e) aged 18 26 were not even looking for work. Their action was a 

s ock, accentuated by the introduction for the first time of the 

anguage o class conflict into Israeli Jewish life, as the Panthers 

described relations between the Ashkenazi establishment and the 

Sephardim as exploitative. They sometimes adopted a ‘social bandit’ 

style, distributing the fruits of supermarket raids among the often 

Cdd "m^ P ° 01 ' The 1 establishment of course reacted badly, though 

. « d *J eir S f , emS to have been more th e aggrieved mother figure 
calling them disagreeable’ (Berenstein, 1979). While some explain 
the movement in terms of growing social inequalities between Ash- 

accenruated by foe entry of Palestinians 
into the Israeli labour market after the 1967 war (Grinberg 1991) 

others attribute it to a small social group whose ethnic identity and 
common class position had been shaped by government housing 
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policies. The state, using wide-ranging powers over physical plan- 
ning, had determined both the crowded housing conditions of the 
Sephardi families and also the gentrificadon of adjacent non-Sephardi 
neighbourhoods (Sasson, 1993): their apartments were small and 
they could not afford to buy them, so they remained dependent on 
the state for support. The Panther leaders, who were supported by 
some academics and left wing activists, made a bid for a role in 
national politics, gaining one Knesset member for one parliament, 
though some of them were co-opted and became MKs for other 
parties (Berenstein, 1979). The ‘OhalinT focused more on grassroots 
action and participation in urban renewal. They criticised the chan- 
nelling of resources to West Bank setders at the expense of the urban 
poor already in 1979, and tried to ‘do a Gush EmuninT (i.e. a land 
seizure) in the city (Sasson, 1993: 75). 

By 1977 the national Sephardi vote had shifted enough from 
Labour to the right to give Menachem Begin an electoral victory. In 
the Black Panthers’ neighbourhoods, significantly for our subject, a 
local election in 1982 brought a resounding victory to traditionalists 
as against leftists, but to traditionalists with local roots and grassroots 
organisation (ibid.: 107), foreshadowing the view of contemporary 
Shasniks, that the failure of the Black Panthers was due to their secu- 
larism, which overlooked the traditional respect of religion among 
their potential followers. In the early 1980s a renewed effort at 
Sephardi political mobilisation got under way, in the shape of Tami, a 
breakaway from the National Religious Party led by the son of the 
revered Abuhatzeira, which achieved three Knesset seats in the 1981 
elections but fell to one in 1984 (Shokeid, 1998). Finally, Shas was 
formed under the leadership of Ovadia Yosef and Arieh Deri, gain- 
ing four seats on the Jerusalem Council in 1983 and first entering 
the Knesset in 1984. 

Despite Shas s subsequent electoral success, there is little sign that 
Israel’s Sephardi population in general has improved its position 
since the 1970s. Although it is not easy to construct direct and sen- 
sitive indicators of Sephardi deprivation, not least because of high 
rates of intermarriage between Israelis of differing origin, the uni- 
form pattern of indirect indicators which all point in the same 
direction provides ample evidence that Sephardim, especially those 
from Morocco (who are the largest single group) have been left 
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behind in Israel’s economic development, though not as far behind 
as the Arab population. We have already seen data for the immediate 
post-immigration period, but still in 1998 households in which the 
head’s father was born in Asia or Africa (as opposed to Israel, Europe 
or North America) lived in relatively more cramped conditions, 
measured in terms of persons per room (Statistical Yearbook 1999 
Table 11.14). Table 12.15 of the same Yearbook shows consistent 
under-representation of persons whose father was born in Asia and 
Africa among academics, professionals and managers, and over-rep- 
resentation among unskilled workers. Among students and applic- 
ants to universities they were also under-represented, though once 
admitted Sephardim performed as well as other groups. 

Among the Sephardim, Middle Eastern Jews seem to have been at 
a smaller disadvantage than those from North Africa (Shafir and 
Peled, 2002: 78-81). They arrived (mostly from Iraq and Iran) in the 
early 1950s and were settled in areas in the centre of the country 
where property rose in value. North Africans came later, after the 
Sinai War in the late 1950s and early 1960s, and were sent to devel- 
opment towns, though we have also seen that substantial numbers 
went to outlying areas of Jerusalem at a time, before the Six-Day 
War, when Jerusalem was itself somewhat marginal. The concen- 
tration of Sephardim, and especially of Sephardim of North African 
origin, in the development towns, until the large-scale Russian 
immigration of the late 1980s and early 1990s, was extremely heavy: 
75 per cent of their population was Sephardi, and they accounted for 
one quarter to one third of the country’s Sephardi Jews. In 1987 these 
localities stood ‘below 70 per cent of the entire population’ on a 
socio-economic index calculated by the Central Bureau of Statistics; 
in 1983, 53 per cent of their workforce was in ‘traditional’ low-pay- 
ing industries, e.g. 27 per cent in textiles. College graduates were 
only 10 per cent of their population, compared to the national aver- 
age of 14 per cent, and 63 per cent were without high-school diplo- 
mas compared with the national average of 56 per cent (ibid.: 81). The 
development towns accounted for 40 per cent of the country’s 
unemployed in 1987, and in 1989 their rate of unemployment was 
double the national average. However, there is one indicator that by 
the late 1990s things had improved slightly, since in 1998 their 
average income was 83 per cent of the national average, which seems 
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better, even allowing for the different measure, than the 1987 finding 
on socio-economic status. 

The data are ecological and, as has already been said, the classifi- 
cations are necessarily crude. The development towns are only prox- 
ies for the Sephardim, and the quasi-ethnic categories conceal, most 
obviously, differences between people of Middle Eastern, North 
African and Yemeni origin. Yet denying the indications of inequality 
is hard, because they all point in the same direction and they are par- 
ticularly pronounced in the professional categories and in university 
admission (although David Yosefs statement that ‘there are more 
Arabs in the university than Sephardim’, presumably intended as 
hyperbole, is not correct). 

In considering Shas s electorate it must be recalled that even at 
the height of its success the party has only received the support of a 
minority of Israels Sephardi population. The right-wing Likud 
party received above average Sephardi support in the 1970s and 1980s, 
summoning up resentment against the Labour-Zionist elite whose 
‘left wing’ parties had previously been considered the ‘owners’ of the 
Sephardi vote, harvested through their control of the immigration 
and absorption process. But this Sephardi support for Likud waned, 
perhaps because Likud adopted severe neo-liberal and stabilisation 
policies, and Doron and Kook (1999) have shown how there was a 
clear switch of votes from Likud to Shas in the 1990s. Shas gained six 
Knesset seats in 1992 and nine in 1996, when it became the third 
largest party in the Knesset. In 1999, fuelled by the anger at Deri’s 
conviction, Shas caused a major shock by winning seventeen seats. 
During this period, the party has been in government from 1984 
to 1992 and again under Netanyahu, Barak and Sharon, variously oc- 
cupying key spending Ministries, namely Interior, Social Welfare, 
Health, Labour and Religious Affairs. The party’s success was attrib- 
utable in no small part to a change in the election system: Netanyahu 
and Barak, and Sharon in his first government, were elected under a 
separate direct vote for Prime Minister, which enabled Shas sym- 
pathisers to vote for the party for the Knesset without ‘wasting’ their 
say in the Prime Ministerial election. The decline to a perhaps more 
‘normal’ eleven seats (out of 120) in 2003 still leaves Shas as the 
fourth largest party, and certainly the leading haredi political force, as 
well as representing a strong long-term advance since the party’s arrival 
in 1984. 
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nOQQ? / 1S ’ UnSU / Pn ; Slngly ’ heavil y ethnic - Doron and Kook 

( 9)9) demonstrate that however much the Shas leadership may 

emphasrse religious themes and t’shuva, and however much that may 
be the m am objective f Qvadia Yosef and Ws dose as$odateS) i£ w V 

ethnic rather than the religious appeal that accounted for most of 
Shass electoral growth between 1992 and 1996 . Just as Shalev and Kis 
wit a more elaborate statistical analysis, would show for the 1999 

JqqLT' Her , r T n Yar S com P llatlon of 0 P in ion poll data in the 

ted tr 5 ****** (U ■ Sephardl ) VOters > who acc °un- 

sh ° ' P /S Cent ° °7 rS m general - provided three quarters of 

Ta- ( ?T n Yar ’ 2 ° 01) - An anaJ y sis of Sephardi 
vote subdiwded by region separating people whose origins ky in 

th Africa from those who had come from the Middle East and 

ofTas'vcftm POSSlb]e ’ ^ ^ %ht ° n the ethnic ldentlt V 

However, even the ethnic vote is sensitive to socio-economic fac- 
tors. Shalev and Kis show that ‘Mizrachim’ vote for Shas strongly in 
poorer drstncts but their support collapses in richer ones (Shalev 
and Kis 1999: 78) whereas the party’s few Ashkenazi supporters 
s ow rekgious/ideological commitment by maintaining their pro- 
portion irrespective of income factors. Shas, then, appeals to poor 
Sephardi voters, but seems to have difficulty holding on to them as 
they climb the socio-economic ladder. In other words ‘the vote in 

CAvTem u CaS W3S SUbsCantlally more sen sitive to class differences’ 
f Herrman and Yar likewise find that half of Shas voters fall 
below the average income level, compared with 28 per cent of all 
voters, and that voters with incomplete secondary schooling are far 
more numerous among Shas voters (22.6 per cent) than among 
voters as a whole (14.9 per cent).- Not that Mizrachim move to the 
left as they move up the social scale: a graph in Shalev and Kis (1999- 
78) shows only Ashkenazi support for the heavily secular and pro- 
Peace party Meretz jumping significantly in wealthier districts, while 
e Sephardi vote is much more resistant to that trend: if prosperity 

19 The Herrman and Yar data are from a series of telephone polls conducted with 
successtve samples of 500 people by the Tam. Steinmatz Centre for plat 
Studies during the 1994-9 period. Shalev and Kis use real election returns 

(hence the ecological analysis) by district, and socio-economic indicators taken 
from government statistical sources. indicators talcen 
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shifts Sephardi voters it is in the direction of Likud or other right 
wing parties. 

Herrman and Yar also find that exactly one third of the Shas vote 
is contributed by haredi voters, and only 8 per cent by people de- 
scribed as secular ( hilonim ). The highly significant remainder are 
‘practising Jews’ ( datiim ) and ‘traditionalists’ ( masoratim ) who are 
respectful of tradition but not necessarily observant, and certainly 
not strictly so, and this confirms our previous claim that these are the 
key to Shas’s difference vis-a-vis the other haredi parties. 

It is important to note that the Shas leadership did not try to 
mobilise those ‘intermediate’ votes by softening their stance on relig- 
ious matters. The earlier experience of Tami, and even the Jerusalem 
mobilisations of the 1970s, had already shown — though they may or 
may not have been influenced by it — that to address a wider audi- 
ence successfully, especially perhaps in the formative period of a 
movement, does not necessarily imply adopting a softer stance. 
Whereas Tami had preached tolerance of the less Orthodox and also 
recalled the peaceful coexistence between Jews and Muslims in 
North Africa, Shas has had much more success by calling for strict 
observance in a style which owes little to the North African tra- 
dition, by attacking the secularism of the state, and by ignoring, at 
least in public, a narrative of Jewish-Muslim co-existence in their 
countries of origin which would hardly find a favourable reception 
in their instinctively right-wing constituency. 

The impact of these qualitative, symbolic and allusive elements in 
political discourse is hard to interpret, and the studies we have men- 
tioned on Shas in the media are not extensive or profound enough 
to answer these questions. For example, Ashkenazi religious parties 
undertake part of their campaigning away from television, inside the 
tightly knit networks of the haredi and t'shuva community, where 
turnout routinely reaches almost 100 per cent even in local elections: 
we do not know whether, outside these boundaries, their ethnic 
image would have an effect parallel to that of Shas, given the appa- 
rent similarity of content. 

To say, with Doron and Kook, that after the Oslo agreements of 
1992 the Israeli Jewish population turned away from peace and war 
to issues of identity, may appear simplistic as an explanation of the 
success of Shas in the 1990s, but it is consistent with the decline in 


The historic actor 


167 


ft£; ThtT Bsucs r re on “ ** - 

and Levy 2003) ^°° r lzra chim, remains (Shalev 

W "ouraZi?" ° f “T 

Jerusalem’s 1983 lnr 1 f ■ C Sephardl theme was mentioned in 

igin, things changed, as we have shown in our account of Deri 
hi a television advertisement right at the end of the 990 

& of R r ° vadia and 

course is Jo LgJ se72 ZT 7 ‘) e | Russ ‘“ which of 

an 2 ! ‘ rimfc dass resentmen t. 


168 


Shas as a Social Movement 


encountered competition from newly arrived Russian immigrants 
(Bick, 2004). As a result, Shas’s voting increase in the development 
towns in 1999, which was quite disproportionately large, may have 
owed much to local reasons relating to labour market conditions and 
pressures on social services. 

Shas and the other ultra-Orthodox parties also did themselves no 
good when, in 2002, they obtained approval of the ‘Alter’ law, which 
favoured the haredi community so egregiously. The possibly con- 
sequent overtaking in 2003 of the Shas vote by the hyper-secularist 
Shinui party, whose leader Tomi Lapid has said things about 
Sephardim and about haredim which in some countries would merit 
him a conviction for racial incitement, may be a kind of mirroring of 
Shas’s 1999 overshooting. Perhaps local elections reflect more accu- 
rately the party’s implantation in civil society, for Shas s performance 
in local elections later in 2003 shows that the party was able to 
preserve previous gains: in the cities they now have 132 representa- 
tives, of whom thirty-two are Vice-Mayors, one of them in Jerusalem. 
Outside the cities, Shas candidates stood in eighty-nine localities and 
achieved representation in almost all of them, reaching a total of 156 
seats, representing only a four seat decline with respect to 1998. 


5 


SHAS’S PENETRATION OF STATE 
AND CIVIL SOCIETY 

MECHANISMS OF REPRODUCTION 
Shas’s involvement in institutional structures 

Many of Shas s aims are in the same institutional spheres as those 
mentioned in the context of other religious movements: to change 
family life, to change the institution of marriage by restricting as 
much as possible those not authorised or recognised by ultra-Ortho- 
dox Rabbis; to promote its own brand of education. In addition, 
Shas has tried to change the actual mode of operation of major insti- 
tutions, especially education, but also local government, by placing 
rabbis or people close to them in key positions, and by openly using 
religious criteria in public decision-making: for example, the Petach 
Tikvah town council allocates different apartment blocks to observ- 
ant and secular people. These tactics are new for ultra-Orthodox parties 
in Israel, where traditional haredi parties (Agudat Yisrael in particu- 
lar) confine themselves to pressure group politics, extracting resources 
and then applying them within their own communities. Shas’s dis- 
arming partiality would not be unusual in Israel’s system of enclaves, 
save for the open application of religious criteria which is shocking 
even to many Israeli observers. 

While it had a seat in the Cabinet, Shas was able to steer the insti- 
tutions under its control in favour of more orthodox positions — as 
in examples we have seen relating to the Ministries of the Interior and 
Labour. The party also used its position in government to strengthen 
the presence of the ultra-Orthodox ‘on the ground’ and in the built 
environment, most notably through its education network and, for 
example, by building or expanding neighbourhoods catering to the 
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ultra-Orthodox, and, in accordance with a repeatedly stated objec- 
tive, by building baths ( mikvaot ) where observant women can per- 
form their monthly bathing ritual. 

Like the haredim in general Shas sponsors and promotes building 
activities and housing policies that change the physical appearance of 
Israel’s urban panorama. Shas and the haredim refashion localities 
with their concentrated physical presence, their uniform style of 
dress and their induced demographic growth. Although the streets 
of Jerusalem’s old religious quarter teem with activity, in more 
recently established haredi areas there are no cafes, clothes shops are 
invisible from the street and houses have no TV antennas. Ever- 
increasing numbers of kollelim scatter throughout the country, often 
housed in air raid shelters and other ‘temporary’ premises, some- 
times in synagogue annexes. > 

In addition to its educational network, the component parts of Shas s 
network include synagogues and local Chief Rabbis, Or Hachay- 
yim’s yeshivas and other educational ventures, a medical insurance 
scheme, various yeshivas identified with Sephardi customs and the 
400 women’s chugim. But the most important core mechanism of re- 
production for the development of Shas and the spread of its message 
is, of course, education. 


The Shas education system (HaMa’ayan) 

The Shas education network was created in 1986 and received ad hoc 
state funding from about 1988. This allocation was institutionalised 
when Deri led the party into the Rabin government in 1992 and 
negotiated regular annual funding. One effect of Shas s presence in 
the government was that sums allocated from the budget were re- 
leased in good time; when the party left government in 2003 there 
were almost immediately delays in the release of these funds (Ha aretz, 
31 March 2003). Statements about the number of schools and stu- 
dents in the HaMa’ayan network are always vague, not least because 
the numbers form the basis of its funding and are therefore provided 
by one or another interested party. For example, according to Arieh 
Dayan (1999), during the Rabin government the network had 40,000 
pupils and 3,000 workers, and an informant at the HaMa’ayan HQ 
in 2000 told us that they had 550 kindergartens, 100 primary schools 
and 3 girls’ high schools. The most official figures we could obtain, 
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provided by the Department for Unofficial State-funded Education 
(or Office of Recognised Unofficial Education) in the Ministry of 
Education, showed 13,934 pupils in Shas primary schools (i.e. ex- 
cluding kindergartens) in 2000, rising to 14,899 in 2001 and 15,896 
in 2002, well short of the standard figure, used in reports at the time, 
of some 27,000. Ministry of Education officials in addition estimated 
that the kindergartens would account for a further 9,000-10,000, but 
not for all the discrepancy between the sets of figures. The figure 
given by the Adva report (Swirski, 1998) for 1998 is 83 institutions 
with 1 ,700 teachers and 1 0,600 pupils, which is also consistent with 
the pattern of growth indicated by the other sources. Though the 
Shas school pupil numbers have grown from nothing in fifteen years, 
they are still not large compared to the numbers in the haredi edu- 
cation sector overall, which were about 130,000 in 2003 (Tessler, 

2003) having been only 48,000 in 1990 — a growth of 70 per cent - 

and that is without counting a further 31,000 post-secondary yeshiva 
students aged seventeen and over. According to the Adva report, 
funding of haredi education multiplied by a factor of 6.3 between 
1980 and 1999 while, as we see, pupil numbers grew by a factor of 
4 — double that of the secular state system. Shas did particularly well, 
according to Tessler, in increasing its school payroll, multiplying the 
number of teachers by three and raising the budget by 53 per cent, 
while pupil numbers apparently grew by 43 per cent. Yossi Sarid’ 
former Minister of Education who had had difficult relations with 
Shas, observed in our interview that Shas’s pupil numbers are not 
large, especially when compared with the 430,000 votes they received 
in 1999 and the 258,000 they received in 2003. But the numbers 
have not stopped growing: an overall assessment based on govern- 
ment statistics shows that in elementary schools the share of ultra- 
Orthodox children rose from 7.6 per cent to 23.6 per cent in the 
fifteen years up to 2001, due to ‘high birth rate. .., the huge growth 
of the Shas educational network... and the establishment of schools 
for the newly religious , so that in the school year beginning in the 
autumn of 2004 ‘one out of every four Jewish students will be ultra- 
Orthodox’ in elementary education (Ha’ aretz, 26 August 2004). 
Since Sephardi ultra-Orthodox now make a major contribution to 
the high birth rate, and since schools for the newly religious are 
likely to be in some way the fruit of Shas-related campaigning, this 


172 


Shas’s Penetration of State and Civil Society 



r 

I*- •>., 

jn" 

cz 


ZK 

JsS 

(S2 


, Jill II E. 
> 

Qll" > 
& > 


n- 

s£? 

't 

#•« 


shows the party’s continuing and growing social and cultural influ- 
ence whatever its electoral fortunes. 

The disproportionate number of kindergartens and kindergarten 
pupils indicates that about half of the children are removed from the 
Shas system after kindergarten. Also, when taken in conjunction 
with the claim that Shas ran 550 kindergartens, it would seem that 
the average size of a kindergarten is less than twenty children, which 
is the same as the estimate given by officials in the Ministry. This 
number is obviously notional, but it is very small, and reflects the 
dual role of the teachers who may themselves be mothers with large 
numbers of children, and the children in their care may very well 
often be their own or their close kin’s children. In short, the kinder- 
garten is an amalgam of family and communal responsibilities, enab- 
ling the mothers/ teachers to earn a small wage while overseeing their 
children. This nexus is accentuated by the observation from Ministry 
officials that, unlike those belonging to the state system, Shas kinder- 
gartens are often located in rented apartments, which may also mean 
space rented in private apartments belonging to members of the 
Shas following, or even to the teachers/mothers themselves. (Note 
that in Israel free kindergarten places are provided for all pre-school 
children.) 

During the Barak and the first Sharon governments, Shas poli- 
ticians, using their parliamentary and ministerial leverage to the full, 
have successfully argued that they cater to an underprivileged and 
neglected, even discriminated, sector which needs and deserves more. 
At least until 2003 they obtained more funding per pupil than other 
types of school and the highest discretionary allocations for ‘extra 
hours’: the value of these per pupil is NIS1.3 1 for Arab schools, 
NISI. 4 for secular state schools, NISI. 6 for Ashkenazi haredi schools 
rising to NIS2.2 for Shas schools. These were called ‘political hours’ 
by officials, because since the Director General of HaMa’ayan pro- 
vides no basis on which they are allocated, it is assumed they are done 
so according to political convenience of some sort. It is recognised 
that the Shas schoolday is longer than in the state secular schools, 
and this makes Shas schools attractive for working mothers in par- 
ticular. In Bet Shemesh the Shas schools kept children till 4.00 p.m., 
the state secular schools till 1.00 p.m., and the National Religious 

1 ‘New Israeli Shekels’, the standard abbreviation for the shekel. 
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schools recently extended their day by two and a half hours to 
3.30 p.m. three days a week with ‘enrichment’ activities— m response 
accor ing to a teacher, to the competition represented by Shas' 
According to Tessler (Tessler, 2001), Shas’s budget growth for its 
schools and kindergartens outpaced the growth of pupil numbers 

e . na s ! ng C e ne 7° rk to fund these extended activities. So in 200l’ 
the Shas network was obtaining almost twice the funding for cur- 
rent (non-capital) expenditure per pupil allocated to state school 
the coefficients applicable were 1.3 to state schools, 1.5 to the Agu- 
dat Yisrael schools and 2.4 to the Shas schools. Tessler remarks 
however t hat the trend is volatile, with no consistent annual pattern 
of growth, and this may have just been an exceptional year The net- 

related font bf reS ° UrCeS * in the recourse Shas- 

as m W99 h J g ° V ! rnment - funded ) NGOs to plug deficits— 
as . 1999 when the deficit reached NIS 80 million— and also in 

OnetuchNGO Peri0d r tUp$ abroad CTessler, 2003). 

due t, G ? ^ C ° S ? d d ° Wn by the re g ulator in August 2004 
due to accounting irregularities’. 

Shas had begun to garner state finding after 1983 when its lead- 
ership saw-or claimed— that funds they had obtained from the 
government for their yeshivas were being witheld (hence the ‘riot’ 
against Porush). Gradually the Shas educational network was prised 
free of the control of the Agudat Yisrael. In 1992 it was agreed that 

o/the^t I bC fUndCd thr ° Ugh the Nadonal Re %>ous side 
state education system, but eventually, apparently in 1997 it 

came to obtain its finding directly from the office of the Director- 

to Tell of the Ministry (a political appointment), which according 
o Tessler enables it to escape controls established for either the Agu 8 
dat Yisrael system or the National Religious schools. The infec- 
tion we obtained was that the Shas schools in 2001 were, like Agudat 
Yisrael, accountable to the Office of Unofficial Recognised Edu- 
ca ion, t ough to describe them as being under that Office’s super- 

CsTntlC 8 f VC 3 mlSleadlng lm P ression > since their inspectorate 
was not drawn from or appointed by the Ministry. It meant only that 

werfr/ ^ WaS "h m P 7 nClplC t0 Check that the m omes allocated 
2000-1 ■ ng sp< r nt corre ctly a major bone of contention during 
2000-1 m the last months of the Barak government and the tenurf 
of secularist Yossi Sand as Minister of Education. 
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In view of its budgetary advantages, it is not surprising that Shas 
also had a much lower average class size: nineteen as compared with 
thirty-five children per class in the state secular schools according to 
Ministry officials. In addition, the system receives funding for trans- 
port to school and for school meals, and possibly for other supple- 
mentary items not provided to the other school systems. These 
advantages — prevalent in 2001 — will almost certainly have been 
pared back in the wake of the 2003 elections. 

Much of the controversy over the Shas school network has been 
about accountability. In state secular schools teachers are state 
employees and are therefore paid by the state. Teachers in the haredi 
system in principle receive the same pay as in secular schools, but 
they receive it from the school system they work in, which means 
they may not receive the full salary, or that moneys allocated to 
teachers’ pay are spent on something else, or maybe just on extra 
hours by other teachers. Yossi Sarid, who has already appeared in 
Shas’s demonology, as Minister of Education in the 1999-2001 
Barak government, held up the disbursement of funds for a long 
period while trying to obtain proper accounting of expenditure 
from HaMa’ayan — even at a time when Shas held several important 
Ministries in the same government. (On our visits to Shas schools 
we were repeatedly told how staff had continued to work without 
pay throughout the period, said to be nine months.) In 2001 there 
were interminable negotiations about the funding of transport for 
Shas schoolchildren, which, we were told in the Ministry, was related 
to Shas’s exemption from the standard location criteria for placing 
children in schools, and also its apparent exemption from the Min- 
istry of Education’s criteria of local need in establishing schools. 
Thus we were given the example of a locality where the Shas repre- 
sentative demanded and obtained ‘one school for each Rabbi’, even 
though this breached Ministry guidelines on the minimum school 
size. In an interview in 2004 Sarid told us the real issue was that the 
Shas leadership had insisted the transport contract be awarded to a 
particular firm or individual, who was charging exorbitant prices for 
the service, and that they refused to change the individual or the con- 
tract. He viewed the claim that the teachers had worked for nine 
months without pay as an exaggeration. 

Political leverage is used to reclassify teacher qualifications and 
establish equivalences so as to promote the status and income of 
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rt teaCh6rS - SH , aS lns P ectors are employed by HaMa’ayan, while 
the Ministry employs directly only one single inspector for all the 

butTe Sh me r° nC ?’ SCCUlar school teachers are civil servants, 
ut the Shas network employs its own teachers, and both our inter- 
views and Tesslers account show that their commitment is to some 
ex cnt ideological and also that they are expected to invest their time 

mlH en ?u gy bey ° nd the formal teachin g role. HaMa’ayan officials 
7 f “V were ^ry anxious to upgrade teachers’ qualifications so 
that schools would pass tougher inspection tests, not least because 
h S would entltIe them to more ffinding. Likewise, the more qualifi- 
cations teachers receive the higher their remuneration, especially if 
hey obtain a senior teacher’s certificate. The pressure to raise teach- 

h\ q T ry ’i 30 7 C L lnanC * a l adva ntages from its improvement to 
and ^achers— and pupils— create an incentive for Shas 
to attract ba alei tshuva to their schools as teachers, because they are 

the r fufl 7 ? m 7 eted SCCOndar y hoofing and to possess 

he full secondary school certificate. HaMa’ayan has one teacher 

mg college of its own which qualifies its graduates to teach only 
in its schools, and there are many other religious teacher training 
schoo s whose courses are recognised as diplomas for teachers even 
though they do not constitute full academic qualifications. In addi- 
tion, Shas has found ways of raising the qualifications of those teach- 
ers who have had a predominantly religious education, for example 
by obtaining recognition of some Torah study as equivalent to secu- 
lar qualifications: thus although they have not studied in a university 
or a secular teacher training college, they can, by obtaining a Rabbi’s 
qualification plus a year of part-time Torah study, achieve a BA 
equivalent. Likewise, outside the education field, an arrangement 
seemed to exist m 2002 between the government and Touro Uni- 
versity, the Israel outpost of a New York institution, 2 whereby as 
"e as a part-time two year course in management can lead to a BA 
equivalent and thus qualify its holders for civil service positions. The 
1 rector of the Shas boys’ school in Bet Shemesh (see below) was 

doing a part-time Masters course in Educational Administration at 
louro University. 

'New Yo^rewh C mg Pled ° minmd J *> the ™re observant sections of the 
iXSnce Umty ' named after 3 financier of the Amencan War of 


176 


Shas ’s Penetration of State and Civil Society 


The Shas school curriculum 

We had the opportunity to observe a number of schools ourselves, 
and received varying opinions from officials and other informed 
persons on the curriculum. This variation may have reflected a de- 
gree of local autonomy, or perhaps a lack of systematic oversight on 
the part of the networks managers or inspectors. The same local 
variation seems to exist in ‘streaming’, which follows religious and 
social — rather than academic — criteria where it is adopted. The lack 
of systematic overview has facilitated the creation of a variety of 
institutes and schools that open a wide range of possibilities to dif- 
ferent children, especially to girls seeking some kind of training for 
the labour market (such as vocational schools that we visited), as an 
alternative to the more secular/ academic bagrut qualification. 

At first the Shas schools had to use didactic materials from the 
National Religious or haredi school systems, but now their teachers 
proudly tell how they have developed their own more modern 
materials — as we saw in discussing the Pedagogical Centre. 

They also are eager to show how computers and video equip- 
ment helps them in their jobs. Nonetheless, the Shas school cur- 
riculum is heavily dominated by religion. Even in secular subjects 
the examples are often drawn from religion, and the History which 
is taught goes ‘up to the Second Temple’ (68 ad), and focuses only 
on the Jewish people, with little if anything even about the Zionist 
movement and the establishment of the Jewish state — subjects about 
which haredim feel uneasy of course. A volunteer worker in the Shas 
HQ spoke of ‘a little about the Inquisition and a little about the Holo- 
caust’. We noticed that unlike National Religious and secular state 
schools, Shas schools were devoid of any Israeli national emblem. 
The head of the flagship Bet-Shemesh boys’ school, which only 
takes pupils from established religious families (not newly religious 
hozrei bet’shuva) told us that secular subjects — which he described as 
‘the human body’ and ‘sums’ — are taught for three hours a day dur- 
ing the first eight years of education (up to age thirteen), and even 
then material relating to ‘daily life’ is excluded. The aims of edu- 
cation, he told us, are ‘respect for God’, good behaviour and Torah. 
Its sister girls’ school next door has a different balance, giving more 
time to secular than to religious subjects. The Director of the girls’ 
school reiterated a phrase we have already quoted and which we 
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heard frequently: the Gemara sharpens people’s wits and also con- 
tains mueh science, perhaps all science: Pythagoras is there, and the 
g eat modern sages like Hazon Ish— founder of Israel’s post-inde- 
pendence haredi community— astonished specialists like doctors 
with their knowledge. So if the girls are doing more secular subjects 
this is not because their teachers take a different view of their im- 
portance, but rather because haredi girls are not expected, indeed not 
allowed, to undertake studies of Rabbinic texts for the purpose of 
learning or legal development— these are only for boys to study. 

iris m their study of religion learn how to manage a Jewish home, 
he rules and regulations of food and also of bodily rituals, especially 
the mikveh. They also study the Pentateuch, the Halakha— that is the 
practical rules and regulations of Jewish daily life— the daily, weekly 
and festival prayers and the significance of the Sabbath and Festivals. 
In their secular subjects girls study history to a more advanced stage 

rZtfS and ,?T ng ’ domestic thin & and a little music 
(rhythm ). We were told they follow the same curriculum as the 

Beit Yaakov schools, which were founded for girls’ education in 
Eastern Europe and are the leading haredi institutions for girls in 
Erael and worldwide, and paved the way for the breadwinner role 
which has now fallen to so many haredi women. 

The Directors of both the boys’ and the girls’ schools in Bet She- 
mesh placed much emphasis on their role in moulding their pupils’ 
behaviour. Families are visited at the start of the school year and sign 
a contract with the school committing themselves to common aims 
and cooperation, and if the commitment is broken, the pupil in 
question may be expelled. In addition, close touch was kept with the 
amilies and repeated use of bad language, for example, could entail 
sancuons. In Ramat Shlomo, in slight contrast, an informant told us 
that although there was not an explicit division of children by 
re gious observance, informal pressures were brought to bear on 
parents to remove their children where observance did not live up to 
the schooi s expectations. We often heard that Shas divides school- 
c lldren, like the population generally, into those who are born into 
strictly observant families, those who are in need of ‘strengthening’ 
and the hozrei bet'shuva, whose families are returning to religious ob- 
servance— ut again in Ramat Shlomo we were told this did not 
apply. In the two Bet Shemesh schools the pupils are almost exclu- 
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sively drawn from established strictly observant families, but evi- 
dently many other schools take pupils from all three categories — 
otherwise the t’shuva rationale would be lost. The Bet Shemesh 
schools have perhaps been designated to produce future members of 
the movements core of male religious professionals, or at least full- 
time Torah students and eventual Rabbis, and the women who as 
breadwinners, housewives, teachers and informal organisers will com- 
plement these roles. 

But, as we have seen in our account of the Shas project, some of 
the Shas leaders have been concerned to develop ways of dealing 
with a modern state and with the development of an outward-look- 
ing cadre, as well as with bringing its followers to strict religious 
observance. For example, one of Ovadia Yosefs daughters has for 
some time been promoting the idea of a higher education insti- 
tution where haredi women could acquire professional skills without 
abandoning their way of life. The Shas girls secondary school we 
visited in Petach Tikvah, which has already been mentioned, was 
also a showpiece for the movement, but had a more varied intake. 
According to the Director, herself university-educated, it was highly 
selective academically but not religiously, and she was clearly anxious, 
in her own phrase, to ‘build bridges’ with the secular world, and to 
demonstrate that a strictly religious school could achieve high aca- 
demic standards — whereas the Bet-Shemesh directors placed less 
emphasis on methods of academic assessment associated with the 
secular education system. At the prize-giving ceremony of the 
Petach Tikvah school only two of many projects exhibited by the 
students were on religious subjects. 


Yeshivasfor returnees 

The Shas school network caters almost entirely to children up to 
thirteen years of age, after which the boys go either to yeshivas or to 
National Religious schools, and the girls to either National Relig- 
ious or, if they get through the quotas limiting Sephardi entry, Beit 
Yaakov schools. It is unclear how much yeshiva study Shas, or Shas- 
related institutions, can provide, or whether there is enough Sephardi, 
or Sephardi-style, yeshiva provision in Israel to absorb all these young 
men. However, older students who are returning to religious observ- 
ance do attend the various Vshuva- related educational activities in 
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very large numbers, notably in the Or Hachayyim network. We 
were told that Or Hachayyim had 200 branches throughout the 
country, employed some 800 people and expended a million dollars 
per month but if the former figure is correct the probability is that 
the latter figure is a serious underestimate. Its activities are funded 
more by the (now defunct) Ministry of Religious Affairs than by the 
Ministry of Education, though it also engages in private fund-rais- 
ing, notably to construct an imposing headquarters in the heart of 
Jerusalems religious neighbourhood of Boukharim — under con- 
struction for three years at least. 

While the new building is incomplete, Or Hachayyim’s main 
yeshiva in Jerusalem operates out of a disused basketball court nearby, 
on the edge of the Boukharim neighbourhood. It consists of a vast 
hall in which 200—300 men, mostly in their twenties, are studying in 
pairs. A tutor sits at a desk to one side and is available for all sorts 
of consultations, textual, religious and personal. The students with 
whom we spoke received a monthly allowance from the state of 
about US $300 and often their wives worked to keep the household 
going. The yeshiva provided board and lodging for those who were 
not married, and also arranged marriages where appropriate. The 
content of their studies was no different from other yeshivas but, in 
the words of the Director of the Bet Shemesh boys’ school, a yeshiva 
for people returning to religion, who had not had a religious edu- 
cation in their childhood or youth, will not achieve the same stand- 
ard — or at least not the same recognition — as those who were brought 
up in haredi families: aspiration to that level is reserved for the next 
generation. 

The Or Hachayyim enterprise is not easy to classify within the 
Israeli system: although many of its establishments are called yeshivas, 
they take people who are much older than standard yeshiva students; 
on the other hand they do not fit the model of kollelim that accom- 
modate only married men. By forming returnees who have experi- 
ence of the secular world, they provide cadres for the t } shuva movement, 
as exemplified by those Or Hachayyim graduates who have become 
very prominent politically. There are puzzles: for example a kollel we 
attended in Bet Shemesh had the Or Hachayyim sign and the name 
of Elbaz on its entrance, but in fact turned out to have no links with 
him because ‘the money had run out’ — while the boys’ school in 
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Bet Shemesh was in the Or Hachayyim system, even though pri- 
mary schooling is not the organisation’s main priority 

To the above activities one could add a variety of other under- 
takings which are more or less closely linked to Shas and look after 
adults, for example, the proliferating kollelim often set up in bomb 
shelters, the womens clubs which we have mentioned, and groups 
of people meeting regularly or occasionally in local synagogues 
under the guidance of a Rabbi. All this — and in many ways also the 
more formal establishments we have described — testifies further to 
the grassroots initiative which drives Shas mobilisation, its low level 
of institutionalisation and also its reliance on political connections to 
‘keep the show on the road’. For however much voluntary activity 
may be involved, the connections are still needed to ensure subsidised 
water and electricity for the bomb shelters, premises for schools and 
yeshivas and salaries for Rabbis, activists and hangers-on. 

In the late 2005, two years after Shas s exit from government, a 
flourishing expansion of Shas schools at all levels, fuelled by grass- 
roots mobilization on the part of t’shuva activists, was still being re- 
ported. Sub-networks created from the ground up, notably in towns 
on the outskirts of Tel Aviv, were developing a variety of agendas and 
inching their way towards adoption, and funding, by the HaMa’ayan 
network. One striking feature of these networks, consisting of say 
1 5 kindergartens and primary schools, was their modernist and un- 
dogmatic character: although they were operating clearly under the 
sign of t’shuva, some were teaching English in first grade and there 
was a clear commitment to employing fully qualified teachers, to 
prepare the children for the labour market ( Ha’aretz , 18 November 
2005). The modernizing agenda of Shas was not dead, or at least not 
at the ground level. 


Elite Sephardi yeshivas 

The examples of educational institutions we have seen so far have in 
common a broken link with the Sephardi past. They are home- 
grown Israeli operations which, despite a strong ethnic identity and 
the use of Sephardi ritual and musical motifs, derive their educa- 
tional methods from the dominant Lithuanian tradition which 
formed the Shas leadership, and rely for their mass support on doses 
of popular religion. However, we also visited two yeshivas whose 
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links to the North African learning tradition have not been broken, 
and which seem to some extent to preserve a degree of independ- 
ence with respect to Shas and the Israeli state. By independence we 
do not mean they have anything but excellent relations with Shas 
and above all with Ovadia Yosef, but rather that these institutions 
represent what might be called Sephardi high culture and erudition 
in the midst of a movement where learning is modelled on the Lith- 
uanian system and Sephardi religious identity expressed in the pop- 
ular religion of everyday life. 

The yeshiva A1 Kisei Rachamim (On the Seat of the Merciful) 
was set up by the Mazouz brothers in the haredi town of Bnei Brak 
after they fled Tunisia for Israel in 1971. They had fled because, 
despite Tunisia’s record of good Arab-Jewish relations, their father 
had been assassinated. Their family had come from Jerba and their 
father was a judge of the Tunisian High Court, appointed by the 
country s first President, Habib Bourguiba. He was a scrupulous man 
who never sat in judgment on Jewish cases in the court because he 
could not apply Jewish law in the civil court. In the yeshiva the 
boardroom s glazed cupboards contained their father’s library and 
his formal courtroom robes, with manuscript books in the script of 
Maimonides, which the students now learn to use. 

This yeshiva is devoted to preserving a pure version of Sephardi 
learning, script and ritual. It publishes prayer books and Torah volu- 
mes in which the pointing 3 is revised letter by letter to conform to 
the Sephardi tradition, and which are acquiring the status of standard 
texts. Rav Tsemach Mazouz expressed his devotion to the Sephardi 
tradition in terms not of music or respect for Rabbis, but of the cor- 
rectness of the Sephardi approach to learning. In his view the two 
traditions were the same until, some 200 years ago, the Ashkenazim de- 
viated from the correct path— presumably a reference to the Enlighten- 
ment. The students, many of whom come from abroad, are admitted 
by competitive examination unless they have been there since before 
the age of fourteen, and only 25 per cent of applicants are successful. 
They all live in the yeshiva and are not allowed to receive telephone 
calls while they are studying — that, according to Rav Tzemach 
Mazuz would be bitul Torah. The yeshiva aspires to producing not 

3 Pointing refers to the signs denoting not vowels but melody when chanting the 
texts. 
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just Rabbis but scholars and Rabbinic Court judges, and is proud to 
count two members of Israels Rabbinic Court among its graduates. 
The method of study, as it was described to us, is based less on me- 
mory than on the development of understanding and skill in inter- 
preting Rabbinic texts and laws. Students are taught to write their 
own interpretations and to decide between different ones. Com- 
puters connect the yeshiva to Bar-Ilan University’s ‘Responsa Pro- 
ject’ (a vast electronic compilation of the Bible and all the main 
Talmudic texts) and the teachers help students to find material there. 
The teachers seem to arrange marriages for many of their students 
(a not unusual practice), who then remain in Bnei Brak and con- 
tinue studying in the kollel after marriage for a further five years. 

This is not a yeshiva maintained by the good offices of Shas poli- 
ticians. Its students are fee-paying, and the institution has many spon- 
sors in France and elsewhere, although its Israeli students probably 
receive study grants like those in other yeshivas. Our conversation 
with the Director was notable, in comparison with others, both for 
the absence of invocations of the supernatural benefits of Torah 
study, either in this world (health, good marriages etc.) or in the 
next, and for the detail of the information given on methods of 
study and different interpretative approaches. This is an institution 
which aims to produce an intellectual elite. 

The other example of an elite yeshiva is that of Rav Pinto in Petach 
Tikvah. Pinto, whose lineage counts many venerated saints, is more 
of a political figure than the Mazouz family, having built his own 
yeshivas and other institutions in the town, and having been appoin- 
ted a Rabbi of the town through the good offices of Ovadia Yosef. He 
was also present at the gathering of members of religious councils 
described earlier and was Chair of the Petach Tikvah Religious 
Council. The yeshiva we visited is built to replicate his father’s 
yeshiva in Marrakesh, with an internal courtyard and open corridor 
on three floors and a domed roof (nicknamed a kippa or skullcap). 
This evocation of the Moroccan past is reiterated and reinforced in 
the defence of the method of study, and of separate Sephardi and 
Ashkenazi institutions of learning, though he has Ashkenazi as well 
as Sephardi teachers in his yeshiva. His yeshiva also takes students 
from New York and Montreal, and he himself goes abroad to give 
lectures, speaking in Arabic to North African-born audiences who 
do not know modern Hebrew. 
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Like those of the Mazouz brothers, Pinto’s students take a compe- 
titive entrance examination. They enter at age eleven and stay through 
to marriage. The Rav also arranges marriages for his students, through 
a near y girls school, it is unheard of for a boy to graduate from the 
yeshiva without getting married. Also like the Mazouz family, he 
takes a systematic approach to Talmudic study: he speaks of the Marra- 
kesh method, which he also describes as the ‘theoretical Talmud’: a 
conception of the ‘basis’, namely the text of the Gemara, of the 
original Rabbinic commentaries, which a student analyses and then, 
having made an interpretation, compares this with those of sages’ 
such as Rashi, the medieval French authority. The student asks 
himself why his own interpretation is different from that of Rashi, 
and then returns to the basis’. The precise meaning of this expla- 
nation is less important to us than Rav Pinto’s emphasis on con- 
structing a rational edifice rather than, or perhaps as well as, treating 
study as a ritual. This rational emphasis is again illustrated by the 
absence of exaggerated this-worldly or other-worldly promises of 
felicity Even so, he could be said to be slightly more inclined to 
popular religious beliefs than the Mazouz family: he told us that 
Hebrew will come naturally to a child— any child— who for some 
reason is not taught a language, and that ‘even the Catholic Church’ 
sees Hebrew as the ‘original, primary language’. He also had the 
popular view of science in the Torah— did Maimonides not discover 
this foundational character of Hebrew 800 years ago? 

1 hese two institutions are distinguished by their pursuit of a dis- 
tinctive Sephardi approach to Torah learning, or at least to certain 
aspects of Torah learning. But there are other variations. For ex- 
ample, the Lithuanian yeshiva Yekiri Yerushalayim, founded on the 
basis of a religious elementary school (Talmud Torah) in the late 
1990s, and numbering some 1,000 pupils aged between three and 
twenty-two, admit readily its exclusively ‘Oriental’ intake of boys of 
North African, Middle Eastern and Yemeni background. They will 
have nothing whatsoever to do with Shas, or indeed with any gov- 
ernmental agency, as we have seen, but occupy an imposing building, 
with modern boarding facilities, funded by student fees. 

These examples can be interpreted in two ways: on the one hand 
they indicate that there are niches in Israeli society which enable 
institutions with a Sephardi religious ‘brand’ to flourish. But they 
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also show that there are many ways — ritual, Talmudic and ethnic, to 
name but three — of being Sephardi and religious, and that the 
frontiers thus constructed can cut across one another. And this does 
not take into account the secular and political ways of being Sephardi, 
or the less religiously punctilious traditional resources, such as pil- 
grimages and festivals. 

Shas’s use of government funding 

According to Ricki Tessler (2001), Shas in 1999 had 3,500 party 
branches and 250,000 activists — of whom 50,000 were militants in 
receipt of salaries! This may be an exaggeration, but the party has 
followed a determined strategy of placing true believers in a wide 
range of institutions, not only in those concerned with religious 
matters, but on a variety of elected bodies. Thus in 1998 the party 
doubled its representation on Municipal Councils, as well as its pre- 
sence on Boards of State Enterprises and other public institutions. 
The arrangement between Shas or Shas-related bodies and Touro 
University is designed in part to enable Shas to place its nominees in 
such positions. Touro courses in Public Administration or Man- 
agement seem to be packed with Sephardi ba’alei t’shuva. 

In addition, Shas has taken advantage of Israels distinctive NGO 
regime, which is an important device for channelling government 
funds to interest groups and designated clienteles. NGOs in Israel 
are, in strict legal terms, no different from elsewhere, but the system 
whereby they gain access to government funding is different, as was 
explained to us in 2000 by an experienced lawyer in public service: 
in addition to $200 million a year from local authorities, NGOs re- 
ceive a billion dollars a year from the government, a sum that had 
grown by 40 per cent in five years. Although there are doubtless 
many examples in which Ministries, having decided what they want 
to build or achieve, call for proposals, for example to provide a social 
service or build a power station, there is also a much more political 
mechanism, whereby, despite reforms introduced in the 1990s, min- 
isters personally receive proposals from NGOs, religious and secular, 
and practices familiar to us through the model of the enclave system 
come into play. * * * 4 In 1985 the Supreme Court ruled that the criteria 


4 Other hidden subsidies to special interests, and by no means all religious or polit- 
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for these allocations should be published, but then Parliament de- 
cided it could exempt named organisations from the ruling. As a 
result, every 31 December, just as the Finance Minister was finalising 
his budget, MKs would approach him with requests for funding 
their favoured causes and organisations, threatening either to vote 
against his budget or to abstain, and therefore obtaining rapid appro- 
val. Nevertheless, in 1992 the practice was banned by Parliament, at 
least in principle. However, still in 2001 the Attorney-General had 
not adopted the practice of publishing funding criteria, and also 
some Ministries used criteria so restrictive that they were obviously 
ill-disguised subsidies to known organisations. So the adoption of 
impersonal practices did not occur overnight. 5 Recendy, the Supreme 
Court issued an instruction reiterating the obligation of the gov- 
ernment to publish criteria for projects, and generally follow proper 
procedure when allocating land. There are also no clear criteria to 
specify organisations whose activities qualify for tax-deductible cha- 
ritable donations — a category which seems to extend to West Bank 
settlements. 

Monitoring of expenditure is just as light as the oversight of fund 
allocation, so that funds allocated to the Shas school network and 
left over for after-school activities are spent at the discretion of 
school managers. According to Tessler, who does litde to disguise her 
hostility to Shas, Shas has exploited weaknesses or little known loop- 
holes and niches in government budgets: ‘unspent allocations’ or ‘re- 
serves ; inattentive procedures in some areas which enable a single 
institution to make multiple funding applications, or to claim mul- 
tiple entitlements under different names. In 1996, she claims, 100 
NGOs linked to Shas were receiving funds from three different sour- 


ical ones were also explained. For example, 170 Army personnel seconded to the 
society for the Protection of Nature, or to teaching Hebrew and ‘basic child- 
rearing to immigrants, though this last has apparently been dropped. Women 
rmy volunteers can be assigned to social work, and religious women, most of 

whom do not do military service, are instead assigned to work in religious insti- 

tutions. Other examples mentioned ranged from haredi neighbourhood building 

projects to youth hostels. & 

5 For example, when a setdement was finally reached on the funding of the Shas 

school network in 2001 some names of teachers themselves were published in the 
official announcement. 
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ces, implying that they were telling different stories to each. Addi- 
tional areas of expenditure such as ‘special needs’ or ‘urgent special 
needs’ are found; the creation of new Departments is demanded 
whereupon they receive budgetary allocations; and finally there is 
the apparently common practice of inventing phantom students on 
whose behalf allocations for full time adult study are made. Thus 
Tessler finds strange data according to which participants in courses 
offered by an organisation providing religious education to secu- 
larised farmers are mosdy aged over eighty or under seventeen! 

Tessler also found 956 organisations which, since 1992, have been 
identified with Shas, ranging from youth and womens groups to 
low-price supermarkets and of course schools and yeshivas. Shas has 
been able to mix social and religious themes, obtaining funding from 
Education, Social and Religious Affairs Ministries for what one 
might call quasi-political activities: as we were able to observe, a 
political connection can be evoked, even if not a word of politics is 
openly spoken, by activities which are tinged with t’shuva and spon- 
sored, ‘animated’ or managed by Sephardi Rabbis or simply by peo- 
ple who have a particular mode of dress or accent, or sing to Sephardi 
tunes — for example, the sports hall in Petach Tikvah, built thanks to 
the intervention of Arieh Deri when he was Interior Minister. In 
the public mind, where Shas politicians have a high local profile, 
such activities and projects are associated not with ‘the government’ 
but with Shas. 

This section has explored how Shas has intervened in the repro- 
duction of society, especially in various forms of education, and also 
how in doing so it has found niches in the institutions of the state. 
Education has provided a convenient umbrella for many different 
activities and a justification for obtaining government funding in 
Israel’s neo-corporatist machinery. It also enables Shas to link up 
with a variety of social milieux, from the disabled basketball players 
of Petach Tikvah to the learned Rabbis of the Mazouz family, and to 
do so through networks of personal contacts which may often de- 
pend on crucial individuals like Arieh Deri and Ovadia Yosef him- 
self — and his many honorific or quasi-honorific positions which 
provide access when needed — and through political entrepreneurs. 
The next section explores further the quality of this network. 
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TIES THAT BIND: THE CULTURE OF SHAS AND 
THE SOCIAL NETWORKS OF ITS LEADERSHIP 

A movement s culture operates in very public ways through rituals, 
ceremonies and demonstrations and through styles of dress and 
identification with certain locations; it also operates in the private 
sphere, in the multiple and cross-cutting bonds of friendship, court- 
ship, marriage, educational experience, leisure, social gatherings and 
much else, which are a feature of life in a movement, and especially 
of the life of its more active members. No account of the interna- 
tional Communist movement, for example, could avoid the import- 
ance of the endless round of meetings and marches, the banners, the 
paraphernalia of militancy, of the Communist press and literature, 
even its music and art, and also of the boundaries constructed within 
and around the movement — the core nucleus of full-time cadres, the 
activist militants, the rank-and-file members, the fellow-travellers — 
all organised like concentric circles, each more distant from the cen- 
tres of decision-making. In addition to these public manifestations, 
and perhaps more important, account must be taken of socialisation, 
of family relationships among militants, of a shared language or 
jargon. The Zionist movement likewise brought together a vast 
array of organisational and cultural devices and spheres: the kibbutz 
was designed to create a culture of a wholly new kind, even a distinc- 
tive secular Israeli style of music and dance opposed in every possible 
way to the village culture of the colonisers’ countries of origin in 
Eastern Europe — though in some ways it also borrowed elements 
from that culture; the common experience of war and the institution 
of the Israeli Army likewise created distinctive cultures (Almog, 
2000). Bonds of friendship and solidarity formed by growing up 
together on the kibbutz and by the political and military experiences 
of the early generations prolonged themselves in the tight party 
organisations of the two dominant parties in the early decades of the 
Israeli state and in its intellectual and political elites — those very 
elites some of whose members later came to feel that Shas had ‘stolen’ 
the country from them. Further examples abound: the anti-global- 
isation movement thrives on a myriad of local networks and friend- 
ships with their own jargon, codes of dress and dissident symbolic 
paraphernalia. Those networks in turn link across national, linguistic 
and geographic boundaries without, it seems, any central direction 
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save in some almost professional organisations like Attac. 6 Cases of 
religious revival illustrate the points with particular force: funda- 
mentalist groups create what Scott Atran (2003a) has called a ‘family 
of Active kin’ which drowns the individual; Pentecostal churches in 
Latin America — and doubdess elsewhere — make persistent and inva- 
sive demands on individuals’ time, money and emotional resources 
which also fit the same concept, though with different political im- 
plications. Conversion movements, like t’shuva , some more drastic- 
ally than others, cut people off from their families of origin, arrange 
their marriages, and operate a fairly quick and drastic change in 
many aspects of their lives — from their professions to their most 
intimate activities. The next chapter will return to the implications 
of this feature. 

It is important to emphasize these shared cultural practices because 
the interpretation of social movements tends to focus on the instru- 
mental, the structural and the material at the expense of the ‘ties that 
bind’. Yet these ties are all-important, for they create commitments 
on which the movement can call in mobilising support. They must 
not be confused with, and can almost be opposed to, the standard 
catch-all explanation of mobilisation, namely ‘identity’ as propoun- 
ded by Castells or Melucci (Melucci, 1989; Castells, 1998) among 
many others. For to use the word identity is to invoke some kind of 
common origin or primary loyalty — ethnic, religious, chthonic, what- 
ever — whereas the ties described here are created between indi- 
viduals, not between individuals and an imaginary collective, and as 
the enumeration of ‘shared cultural practices’ above indicates, their 
content is of the most diverse kind. Movements gain strength from 
the variety of their followers, not from their homogeneity. If, as 
observers do not cease to point out, a fictitious identity is created, 
there is correspondingly greater reason for looking to non-identitar- 
ian bases for individuals’ practical loyalty to a cause, a movement or an 
organisation, as distinct from the indispensable rhetoric of identity. 

The variety extends also to the intensity of the ties which bind 
individuals to each other, to organisations and to the movement. A 
movement which is no more than a very tightly knit organisation — 

6 An anti-global group which specialises in running training camps and conscious- 
ness-raising. The name originates in their advocacy of the ‘Tobin tax’ on foreign 
exchange transactions. 
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a terrorist cell, a conspiratorial revolutionary party, a religious cult- 
may do things, and may have effects, sometimes frightening effects 
u it wi not achieve social change unless it develops a penumbra of 
mass organisations, militants, sympathisers and so on, whereupon its 
structures will most likely become more open. 

The intensity of ties varies both in and between movements It 
is not by accident that the inner circle of the Shas leadership 
gathered around Ovadia Yosef, is bound by the many blood and 
marriage ties we described earlier. Within a movement such com- 
mitments are likely to be most intense among the core cadres who 
as their ever-deepening involvement closes other options, find them- 
selves unable to say ‘no’ to an organisation’s demands on their time 
and energy. Also, within a movement there may exist myriads of 
organisations and some will be more demanding than others, but 
even relatively passive involvement is carried by networks of per- 
sonal connections. Shared habits and lifestyles are not only acquired 
y the totally committed: they can be transmitted even through 
quite incidental contact. The t’shuva movement does not demand 
total commitment from all new adherents immediately: on the con- 
trary, as explained in Chapter 3, its evangelists carefully adopt the 
softly-softly approach, at least to begin with. In the same vein as our 
understanding of Aneh Deri’s outward-looking style and appeal so 
it has been important to the success of Shas, and to its future re- 
covery, that the network does not close in on itself and gravitate too 
much towards the classic haredi model of a largely closed society. This 
has been described as the three circles of Shas (Bick, 2001): a core of 
some 60 000 ultra-Orthodox faithful; a ‘second circle’ of ‘traditional’ 
voters who identify with the spiritual leadership of Shas and even 
according to some polls, support the idea of a state based on Rab-’ 
brnic law, though they are by no means ultra-Orthodox; and a ‘third 
circle who are motivated more by ethnic identification and a ‘quest 
or grater Sephardic political power’, though they may also hold on 
to the folk religion of their ancestors. 

Movements can devour the fives of the core activists. We observed 
how Rabbis and officials active in Shas would spend long evenings 
out, returning home at 11 o’clock or later; how they spend endless 
ours in meetings, how they are constantly available on the tele- 
phone late into the night, and how politics encroaches on, even 
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dominates, their family life — if only because it would be impossible 
for a Shas activist to be married to someone who is indifferent to the 
movement, let alone opposed to it. We observe the same in London 
and elsewhere among Chabad missionaries: they seem to be forever 
in a hurry, and their family and professional lives are indistinguish- 
able. In haredi life, as in Pentecostal churches, it is taken for granted 
that the pastor’s wife or the Rabbanit (the Rabbi’s wife) is fully inte- 
grated into her husbands role. 7 

The t’shuva movement, like other social movements, brings peo- 
ple together in their daily lives: they attend study sessions daily and 
often full time and they may, if they are young, unmarried and male, 
live in collective accommodation. Several interviewees told us how 
they had broken off a marriage commitment as a consequence of 
their ‘conversion’, while one said that subsequently the yeshiva 
found him a wife. Rabbis’ wives in the Vshuva movement not only 
provide backup for their hyperactive husbands but also, for example, 
run women’s clubs ( chugim ), give talks to women thinking of ‘re- 
turning’, or engage in ventures of their own to bring people back to 
observance. 

The creation of ties extends also to the movement’s leaders, even 
if these have been elevated to almost saint-like status, like Ovadia 
Yosef. Whereas in many contexts leadership is almost defined by the 
leader’s remoteness and inaccessibility, in these religious movements 
one constantly encounters individuals who have come into personal 
touch with the movement’s leaders. Chabad made an elaborate ritual 
out of this during the lifetime of its Rebbe: he held regular audi- 
ences at which individuals would come to ask advice, would receive 
it, and would also receive a dollar bill. People who wrote to him re- 
ceived a hand-written response, often with advice about their inquir- 
ies. Accessibility was his trademark — and pilgrims continue to visit 
his grave, sometimes saying they are ‘visiting the Rebbe’ (implicitly 
denying his death). In fact, although the Chabad case is the most cel- 
ebrated because of its distinctive ritual aspect and its high public 
profile, in most Chassidic sects people consult their Rebbe on every 
important decision, from business to politics to personal life, and the 
men who occupy these leadership positions must be assumed to 
employ a large staff to answer their abundant correspondence. 

7 Interestingly, this was not at all true in the case of the Lubavitch Rebbe: he and his 
wife had no children and by all accounts she kept well away from the organisation. 
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Ovadia Yosef is similarly generous with his public appearances, at 
the Persian synagogue, at yeshiva occasions, and also at public meet- 
ings proclaiming t’shuva or promoting Shas and its election cam- 
paigns. Often he is either inaudible or, on account of his accent and 
delivery, incomprehensible, but this does not matter. In addition 
many people speak of having obtained his advice or having com- 
mitted themselves to t’shuva after meeting him. In one case a boy, 
who became so obsessively religious that he ceased to have any social 
intercourse at all, had to be taken to Ovadia himself, who, we were 
told, convinced him that he was taking his zeal too far. Stories also 
abound of unexpected blessings received after meetings with him. 
Other examples of the physical availability of the Shas leadership 
include the appearance of Yaffa Deri, during her husbands impris- 
onment, at school functions and t’shuva campaign events, and the 
attendance of Reuven Elbaz at his yeshivas, where like Ovadia Yosef 
himself, he is mobbed by the students, requiring a protective group 
to open his path. The famous Kabbalist Yitzchak Kedourie was, at 
least in 2000, visible daily at services in his synagogue in the Bou- 
kharim district. 

Amidst this wide range of considerations related to the ‘ties that 
bind’, the following pages will dwell on two aspects: the personal links 
among militants, activists and cadres, and the ways in which Shas and 
the t’shuva movement have penetrated society’s interstices. The cases, 
though, are of core activists, and that should be kept in mind. 


REACHING OUT: OCCUPYING INTERMEDIATE SPACES 

The spinal chord of Shas, and by extension of the t’shuva movement, 
is composed of dedicated cadres, true believers available for a range 
of tasks teaching in yeshivas, advising the young and caring for their 
souls, as civil servants in Ministries under Shas control, as political 
articulators in local government, as tutors in yeshivas and much 
besides. But the spinal chord is not the whole body, and we know 
from many examples that even the most radically separatist religious 
sects and movements have many worldly involvements — from Chassi- 
dim who deal in the international diamond trade to fundamentalist 
preachers who broadcast influential political messages, or Mormons 
who open up the Utah desert. Almost all have to become involved 
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in politics because politics gives access to ‘free’ goods. Activists and 
pastors themselves talk endlessly about ‘the world’ as a vast pool of 
temptation and unbelief, but that of course is their vocation, their 
ideology, so one should not assume their bipolar vision properly 
describes the structure of their movements, and one should also re- 
call that such rhetoric may conceal a fascination and a certain engage- 
ment with the world. 

Outsiders tend to be complicit with this rhetoric, and may exag- 
gerate their own distance from the world of sectarian and renewal 
movements, as a way of sharpening fear or hatred of the ‘other’ or, in 
the case of social scientists, empowered by our cosmopolitanism and 
our command of a scientific discourse, as a short-cut to the con- 
struction of neat, coherent models and even perhaps as a reaffir- 
mation of the rationality of our own worldview. Of course, tightly 
drawn boundaries are a reality in many spheres, especially in the 
social life of the grassroots follower, as can be seen in the spheres of 
marriage, of dress, in the use of space and time and in education. But, 
given that there are ‘vested interests’, some conscious, many uncon- 
scious, in accentuating the walls, or the abyss, separating the move- 
ments and their surrounding social world, it is important to give due 
place not only to the forces that create and sustain the ‘break’ but also 
to those that maintain and strengthen lines of communication and 
exchange with the broader society. 

We have already seen the machinery for outreach, in the examples 
of the Arachim organisation and of Amnon Yitzhak’s operation, that 
act as gateways through which potential returnees are invited to 
enter, and we shall also see how the pirate radios contribute. Once 
through the gateway, some returnees ‘graduate’, so to speak, to study 
groups, local community organisations, or to the care of local Rab- 
bis, while others doubdess return to their daily life little changed. 
There are numerous gradations among these multifarious organisa- 
tions: while some do not have an organic tie to Shas, and indeed 
barely refer to Shas in their activities or pronouncements, even if 
many of those who attend their meetings may eventually gravitate 
towards Shas, others, like Or HaChayyim, may identify quite publicly 
with the party. 

Through these alliances Shas fills an intermediate space between 
the ultra-Orthodox world and the secular world from which it draws 
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Its new adherents and where it needs to make a sustained impact if it 
to prosper politically, gain and preserve access to state-controlled 
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Seizures of building sites might, elsewhere, provoke a response in 
the name of the defence of property, but in Israel, in an urban 
landscape which often resembles a vast nationwide building site, land 
occupation is a time-honoured tactic. In a country where, moreover, 
all land belongs ultimately to the state, land seizures attract little 
negative attention. Thus activists can establish a physical presence 
in the name of the movement and rapidly provide a service, usually 
something to do with children, and always for free. 

This sort of approach, willing to improvise wherever necessary 
even if there are no premises available, is characteristic of the numer- 

ous organisations and activities promoted under the name of El 

HaMa’ayan, Shas’s network of non-political NGOs. Many of these 
are subsidised by the government as social and religious activity 
^ - *ii and are engaged in various types of informal education oriented to 

t’shuva. They reach an estimated 35,000 young people, and feature 
religious festivals, sports and outings and summer camps for small 
children, peppered with the promotion of moral and religious 
norms of behaviour. Other offshoots include Torah classes organised 
for adult men and Margalit Em Yisrael, the organisation for women 
which imparts the proper religious way of life, but also concerns 
itself with issues of family poverty and welfare. 

There is also a symbolic dimension to this campaigning activism: 
occupation of an area stakes a claim to a vacant space between the 
secular and the religious domains, by implanting emblems of relig- 
ious observance. The young men who lead such invasions with their 
neatly cut beards, dark suits and white shirts, spare no time in estab- 
lishing a rhythm of prayer and study in the spaces they occupy. They 
offer a ‘different’ version of an ultra-Orthodox Israeli: they engage in 
physical work, they know how to talk the language of the street , 
and so they embody a receptive face of the haredi , as opposed to the 
inward-looking, almost frightened deportment of the stereotype 
Ashkenazi haredi , who sometimes acts as if contact with the secular 
might corrupt or pollute him. This sense of engagement at the grass- 
roots receives further confirmation from an Israeli TV documentary 
about the 1999 election campaign in the northern town of Kiryat 
Shemona, entitled ‘Children of the Revolution . The contrast this 
time is with the established parties, notably the Labour Party, whose 
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activists are depicted as ageing and discouraged, while a pair of young 
Shas yeshiva students are busy on the street, as always with their 
Borsalinos, white shirts and dark suits, going from house to house 
and making a campaign with few resources save themselves and a 
loudspeaker. They ended up with a surprising surge in votes. The 
following sections present some examples of how this approach is 
translated into more institutional activity. 

Social entrepreneurship and voluntarism 

Voluntary contributions of time and energy to evangelising activities 
deserve as much emphasis as the state subsidies. They offer a fast- 
track opportunity for individuals to make their mark without having 
to apply for a job or wait in queue: indeed evangelising would be 
impossible without voluntary activity because the sort of commit- 
ment it requires is not easily priced in terms of working hours. Rather, 
and especially if there is access to government funding activism may 
lead to obtaining a wage of some kind, or to some form of religious 
entrepreneurship, and involvement in the movement is itself part of 
an individuals personal capital. Also, however generous the state 
funding, a movement cannot develop without an exhibition of 
personal sacrifice on the part of leaders and activists, as Scott Atran 
has shown (Atran, 2003b). It is therefore not entirely surprising that 
we were so often told that one of the attractions of the Shas school 
system is that, in contrast to the conflictive and corporatist image of 
the state-controlled secular and national religious school systems, its 
teachers never go on strike. Shas and the t’shuva movement may 
depend on state subsidies, but these come with all kinds of hazards: 
once allocated they may be delayed for numerous political and 
administrative reasons and, more generally, with their requirements 
for accountability, they can be a hassle. So, while a project waits for 
the wheels of bureaucracy to turn, momentum needs to be sustained 
and promises need to be kept — it cannot be held in suspense. 

Our firsthand observation from the period when the party was 
still in the government, provided many examples of social entrepre- 
neurship, and of a ‘can-do’ culture. The following cases illustrate 
the variety of NGO-type initiatives which are so central to the t’shuva 
movement. 
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Zeev The NGO Ma’yanot Hityashvut (‘Sources of the settlement 
process’) is the brainchild of Zeev, a characteristic social entrepreneur, 
who has had a varied career in and out of religious institutions. He 
undertakes campaigns in agricultural co-operatives ( moshavim ) with 
yeshiva students who give their time for free — the only subsidy is for 
transport and administrative costs. Born in Israel of parents who 
came from Morocco and Libya, he had a national religious and then 
yeshiva-based schooling and attended a kollel after his marriage, 
while also going to teacher training college and working in a relig- 
ious school for very small children. He has a painful memory of 
taking an examination to enter a prestigious Ashkenazi yeshiva and 
being rejected, despite excellent results: the head of the yeshiva 
simply told him that only 5 per cent of places were allocated to 
Sephardim. His career has included a few months in Buenos Aires, 
employed to check the kashrut of meat exported to Israel. For a time 
he owned a clothes shop in Boukharim, but moved on when his mar- 
riage, and his business partnership, fell apart. After that he divided his 
time between following a course at Touro University and running 
the NGO: when he found himself without a job he went to work 
for Shas as a volunteer and was offered this work with the moshavim. 
So long as Shas was in the government he funded this by receiving 
payment as a government adviser. Hence, even in the brief period 
when Shas dropped out of the Barak government he was without 
funding. Zeev describes himself as an inveterate self-improver, and 
says he is always trying to ‘open myself up to the world’. 

The NGO grew out of the revival of the practice of the Jubilee 
Year. According to Leviticus 25:3—7 the land should be left to rest 
every seventh year, but this practice had fallen into disuse and those 
Israeli farmers who wished to observe it were allowed to nominally 
pass ownership to a non-Jew for a year, until in the late 1 990s the 
Rabbinic authorities began to take a stricter line. Shas sponsored an 
initiative to encourage farmers who did give up working the land to 
attend Torah study centres, and arranged payments of 300 shekels a 
month to them, attracting some 1,800 people. On the back of this 
success the new NGO was organised to send its teams to moshavim 
(whose members are predominantly Sephardi) where they found 
disused synagogues and a complete lack of religious observance. 
Aiming to gradually reintroduce a taste for observance, the teams 
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would begin by cleaning up the synagogues, then they would install 
themselves there for study, invite the inhabitants to join them 
conduct services, teach elementary Torah to the children, run activ- 
ities for the women, and organise visits to holy places such as tombs 
ot saints. Of course, the teams were not always accepted— if they were 
not, they would return five months later to try again. In addition, 
since the moshavim suffer from widespread poverty and governmen- 
a neglect, the organisation obtains charitable contributions with 
which it distributes food parcels for the Passover, school equipment 
packages and clothes for the needy. The scheme has operated 
according to Zeev, in 180 of the 540 moshavim in Israel, but its sur- 
viva epends on Shas s presence in the government. At the time of 
the interview the organisation was in crisis because of Shas s afore- 
mentioned brief exit from the Barak government. 

Zeev is one of many social entrepreneurs who can be found oper- 

TW amblt of Shas - ° ne comes across frequent examples of 
charitable activity linked somehow to the propagation of t’shurn: in 

n f . C \ TlkV ? TuTY 0ld Aat non -P rofit organisations help peo- 
p e to keep the Sabbath, to reorganise their home life according to 
religious norms; where appropriate they even leave packages at the 
ouses of the poor— -anonymously, so as not to create feelings of 
shame. Tfr do all this they raise funds or obtain donations from syna- 
gogues, from individuals and from public and non-profit sources. 
This activity is discrete but not disinterested: it is all designed to 
create an atmosphere in people’s lives that might bring them back to 
rt lgion. The anonymous donations may not create feelings of 
s lame, ut t eir contents kosher food, religious accoutrements — 
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Kol Hachesed Another example of social entrepreneurship, which 
has nothing to do with Shas but much to do with t’shuva, and re- 
ceives no subsidy from the state, is that of a NGO led by activists 
rom the Bratslav Chassidim, 9 which runs a pirate radio out of 
Netanya called Kol Hachesed (the Voice of Piety). The NGO is in 
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the early stages of setting up a school for 120 yeshiva drop-outs. Vol- 
unteers provide their services as teachers. The premises are rented 
out for private gatherings to fund the operation and converted into a 
kollel in the evenings. The project takes yeshiva drop-outs who, 
having never served in the army, fall between these two pillars of 
Israeli society and find themselves unequipped for making their own 
lives. The intention is for the students to serve a type of apprentice- 
ship, but with one important condition: they must study Torah for 
two hours per day. Together with other organisations, Kol Hachesed 
claims to provide food boxes to 1,000 needy families, train orphans 
for their barmitzvah, and help young women who might be think- 
ing of having an abortion — where necessary, and possible, by arran- 
ging marriages for them. Through the organisation fifteen doctors 
provide weekly free medical attention — and benefit from the adver- 
tising of their work on the radio station. They put needy people in 
touch with charitable individuals and help people buy and sell 
second-hand equipment. In all, this small group told us of six dif- 
ferent activities undertaken by them. 


Political entrepreneurship 

Rachamim A more explicidy political example is that of Racha- 
mim, a significant party figure who has been on the Shas list as a 
Knesset candidate, and is the key Shas operative in Petach Tikvah, 
the major urban and industrial centre contiguous with Tel- Aviv, 
with 430,000 inhabitants. Born also of Libyan parents, Rachamim 
had a more religious upbringing and education than Zeev. His haredi 
identity was strengthened by serving as a founder member of the 
Nachal Haredi, a unit in the Israeli Army in which orthodox men 
who do not avail themselves of the exemption for yeshiva students 
can serve together. Rachamim became a senior officer, thus gaining 
impeccable credentials of citizenship. His education, his experience 
as an apprentice and later a manager in the diamond industry, which 
is mostly controlled by Chassidim, gained him a wide exposure to 
ultra-Orthodox Judaism, while not cutting him off from secular life. 
Rachamim has seven children, who have attended various types of 
religious institutions, while one son has done Army service and 
another is due to join. Another son is a high-flying yeshiva student 
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who gained admission to a prestigious Lithuanian institution, despite 
the quota. As a prominent Shas politician, Rachamim has divided 
eelings about sending his son to a non-Sephardi institution, but he 
says people understand’ on account of his son’s special qualities. His 
daughter also attends a school identified with the Ashkenazi Ortho- 
dox, but which is more ‘integrated’. He also professes to take a liberal 
view of his children’s life course: ‘I do not pressure them because 
what counts is respect for God, not the particular way they run 
their lives.’ 

t ^ or Shas, Rachamim is an ideal — though certainly not typical — 
‘catch’. He has an exemplary family life, knows Torah and has ex- 
tensive knowledge of different sections of Israeli society, as well as 
army and managerial experience. His formal status sounds unas- 
suming: he was the Deputy Head of the Religious Council of 
Petach Tikvah. But Rachamim is in fact a full-time politician. He is 
a familiar figure all over town. He co-ordinates a committee of Shas 
o ce-holders, civil and religious, from different municipal depart- 
ments, and together they allocate housing and much else besides 
Housing is very important because of state subsidies and because the 
municipality has a hand in allocating housing in new building 
projects. The housing is distributed among different constituencies, 
with some set aside for haredim— no TV aerials— and some for others! 
He is on close terms with Rav Pinto, whom we have already encoun- 
tered as a prominent Rabbi and head of a yeshiva in Petach Tikvah. 
He was a key figure in the allocation of resources to build a school, 
funded through the good offices of Arieh Deri when he was Min- 
ister of the Interior (and thus of local government). According to 
Rachamim, Deri insisted there should be a sports facility annexed to 
the school, which we visited on an evening, set aside for use by dis- 
abled basketball players. The trainer was not a haredi, but he was full 
of praises for Rachamim and Shas who had ensured that people with 
a disability could use the facility to send a team to the 2000 Paralym- 
pics in Sydney. He explained at some length how this was good for 
Shas but that such beneficial works were not the reason why he 
voted for them, as if to say his vote was not ‘bought’ but given for 
objective or impartial reasons. Rachamim for his part simply takes 
the line that Shas members of the municipal council look after and 
keep in touch with the people, without considering their ethnic or 
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religious affiliation — but he readily says that his ultimate goal is 
t'shuva for the whole of Israel. 


Individual initiatives 

The disposition to Vshuva even inspires individuals to undertake lone 
campaigns, finding a vein to tap among colleagues or neighbours 
which draws on, though it is not controlled by, the wider campaign. 
At Touro University we met Shas supporters or activists looking 
to combine a secular career in support of the movement with their 
stringent religious commitments. Among them there were two indi- 
viduals who again illustrated how Vshuva activism brings people into 
contact with religious institutions, education and politics at the local 
level and sometimes beyond, as they develop their entrepreneurial 
and networking activities. One of these was a landscape gardener, 
born in Israel of Tunisian parents, who had a secular upbringing on a 
moshav, went to the Army, but later met Ovadia Yosef and decided to 
return to religious observance. In the process he abandoned his girl- 
friend because although she had drawn him to religion, he then 
became too observant for her. He married someone else and has 
seven children. Since then he has founded, with others, a religious 
settlement on the West Bank called Itamar, where he became the 
Shas secretary and a member of the Regional Council. When we 
met him he was studying for a degree in Business Administration at 
Touro, funded almost certainly by or through Shas, while continuing 
to work as a landscape gardener. 

A second case is a man who had devoted himself to setting up a 
school against all the odds. For fifteen years he worked in various 
capacities in schools for orthodox and handicapped children, but his 
involvement with Shas was intensified when he fought to set up the 
first permanent school structure in the new neighbourhood of Ramat 
Shlomo. In accordance with the scheme of mobilisation ‘from be- 
low’, he responded to a demand from parents, became involved in a 
factional struggle within Shas, appealed to Ovadia Yosef, and had the 
support of a group of teachers who taught for four months (once 
again) without a salary. In 2001 he was a member of the local Neigh- 
bourhood Council and of the Jerusalem City Council. He is 
studying at Touro for a school principal’s certificate. (The article in 
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Ha’aretz, 18 November 2005, quoted above p. 180, describes similar 
sequences.) 

In another example, a retired nurse from a ‘soft’ religious back- 
ground came into contact with Shas when she was looking for 
voluntary work. Gradually she began to form a worldwide psalm- 
re citing network that ensures there is always someone reciting the 
days psalm. In addition, she has become a prominent personality in 
her apartment block and her neighbourhood for her campaigning 
and also for forming ‘consciousness-raising’ groups. 

These are all people of North African background for whom the 
Shas movement has opened up opportunities. In the first two cases 
the opportunities also brought mobility— political rather than social 
They have not become rich, so far as we could tell, and they are not 
intending to turn their children into lawyers and accountants, but 
their activism has brought them, as well as the retired nurse status 
and prominence in the community. They have carved out roles for 
themselves by bringing about incremental social change and partici- 
pating in political mobilisation aiming to provide religious-cum- 
social services to Sephardim. Their Sephardi identity is not ex- 
pressed in bitter or sectarian language, but, for the two men their 
awareness of the exclusion of young Sephardim from the elite Ash- 
kenazi religious establishments is a prime reason for setting up insti- 
tutions serving the Sephardi population, and Shas’s presence in the 
government evidently provided access to some of the resources nec- 
essary for this institution-building. 

The main purpose of this exposition has been to show how multi- 
faceted and multi-levelled the Shas movement is, and how it has to 
be understood as a multiplicity of individuals and groups operating 
in a variety of institutional settings, exhibiting an intuitive militant 
or activist fellowship which is conveyed as if epidemiologically 
among them. Shas does not have a system for producing ideology or 
a party line, yet the dual goal of t’shuva and Sephardi promotion is 
shared by all, even when, after Deri’s imprisonment, they are split 
between his supporters, who have hoped he would eventually return 
to lead them again, and those of Yishai. The diversity of their invol- 
vement in all sorts of nooks and crannies of Israeli society made 
Shasniks appear ubiquitous, especially during its heyday: not only 
were they present between elections, they seemed to be everywhere, 
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all the time, making their point, making their presence felt. And 
Israel provides a receptive environment for interstitial mobilisation 
of this kind, full of available spaces because opened up by a culture of 
activism, organisation and grassroots pressure. 


6 


KNITTING THE STRANDS 
OF POPULAR CULTURE 

HOLY PIRATES 

The genius, or good fortune, of Shas’s founders was to link ethnic 
and religious renewal, so that it is now hard to choose between a 
description of Shas as embedded within a broader t’shuva movement 
or of tshuva as embedded within the ethnic renewal led by Shas. In 
common with social movements generally, the t’shuva movement 
uses multifarious means of communication and organisation, adopt- 
ing a capil ary approach to social mobilisation as opposed to the 
hierarchical methods used by conventional political parties or trade 
unions, or by the Ashkenazi haredim, whose communal activity has 
been much more subject to Rabbinical control and therefore with 
the important exceptions of Chabad and Bratslav, leaves less space for 
initiative and entrepreneurship. Shas, on the other hand, lives by trust- 
ing its emissaries, and by drawing them from its ‘target population’. 

A movement spreads epidemiologically by capitalising on points 
ot commonality with a range of constituencies as much as by broad- 
casting a message. Thus the emissaries or activists of Shas have a lang- 
uage in common with the second and third generation Sephardim, 
but they also share a taste in Middle Eastern popular music with 
some and in Sephardi liturgical music with others; with some they 
may share a hostility to the secular establishment, with others to the 
hared' establishment; they develop characteristic ways of dressing 
characteristic headgear (black velvet skullcaps) and, as Nissim Leon 
explains, a characteristic language, so that gradually people find mul- 
tiple ways ofjoimng, of becoming part of the flow. In all these niches 
ot social fife the movement’s activists introduce an unfamiliar inno- 
vative set of signs, symbols, emblems and markers, by joining a haredi 
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motif with elements of secular Israeli culture that have been kept at 
arms length by the Ashkenazi haredim : they bring in Army slang, 
they bring in the jargon of t’shuva (with special expressions for the 
newcomers, the ones who need strengthening mitchazkim) , they 
adopt slight but significant variations in speech, and in songs, accen- 
tuating Sephardi, or conceivably pseudo-Sephardi, pronunciation 
(Leon, 2001). Yadgar also emphasises language as a tool of dissent, 
namely the deliberate positive charge in Shasniks’ use of the custom- 
arily ridiculed Mizrachi accent which serves ‘as a label for lower- 
class stereotyping within Israeli televised sitcoms (Yadgar, 2003). 

A complicating feature of this apparent bricolage of modes of 
speech, of prayer, of rhetoric, of music and of communication, is that, 
to the outsider, they seem not to fit together, they evoke apparently 
incompatible cultures and political alignments. How can people be 
at once obsessively devout in the regulation of their daily life, yet at 
the same time use street language? How can they deploy the music 
of contemporary secular youth culture in the propagation of rigor- 
ous ritual observance? In this chapter we illustrate the construction 
of Shas’s version of Israeli popular and religious culture by examples 
from two spheres, namely broadcasting and invocations of the super- 
natural. The former represents an evidently modern face of the 
movement, and the latter an apparently traditional one, and their 
juxtaposition brings to the fore the superficially counter-intuitive 
bricolage mentioned. But the counter-intuitive elements, the syn- 
cretism, do not signify incoherence or implausibility. The different 
elements of a group s symbolic, affective and imaginary appurtenan- 
ces are not structured hierarchically, nor ideologically, but through 
allusion and inferential processes which (via mechanisms which 
remain little understood) become habitual and institutionalised. 

Social movements, like concentric circles, with hard centres (the 
‘cadres’) and ever-softer peripheries, conform social spaces linked not 
by organisational structures but by inferential symbols reproduced in 
language, posters, iconic figures and much more besides. Shas, as a 
social movement embodied in a distinctive, open-ended set of cul- 
tural practices, conforms its identity by creating innovative symbolic 
and behavioural allusions across pre-existing boundaries. They break 
the rules, as, with their glitzy roadshows and garish outfits, do some 
Christian fundamentalist and evangelical preachers. In facilitating 
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boundary-crossing, clearly the broadcast media can play a major role, 
even though television is excluded for reasons of propriety and 
radios are mostly shoestring operations which rely heavily on phone- 
in programmes and have a limited range. Radio and cassette distri- 
bution networks provide more markers for the movement and its 
followers. The regularity of programmes, the consistent tone or 
content of programmes broadcast at certain times of day on certain 
frequencies, the differentiation of the audience into t } shuva- defined 
segments, and perhaps above all the bridge provided by these media 
between public and private spheres, all bring the message into the 
intimacy of home and encourage its spread by word of mouth. 

1 he use of media characteristic of popular culture, namely radio 
and cassette tapes, of itself provides an interface between religion and 
the ethnic group most identified with ‘the popular’ in Israel. In appeal- 
ing to Sephardim, and among them often to young people whom 
they regard as mired in the frivolities — or worse — of consumer cul- 
ture, the broadcasters could not but adopt a language and a style 
unfamiliar to traditional ultra-Orthodoxy, more street-wise, less hide- 
bound, less weighed down by the somniferous tones of the yeshivas, a 
trend reinforced by the intervention of free-booting social and 
religious entrepreneurs in media previously ignored by ultra-Ortho- 
doxy. The notoriety of these activities led us to carry out some inter- 
views with their operators in 2001. 


Pirate radios in the broadcasting system 

Until 1 999 the Israeli state had direct legal control of all nationwide 
radio and TV stations through the Israel Broadcasting Authority. 
Only in 1995 were private commercial radio stations permitted, and 
exclusively at the local 1 level operated under a franchise arrangement 
with the Israel Broadcasting Authority. Unofficial pirate’ broad- 
casting, however, had begun in 1973 when dissident political groups, 
campaigning first against the country’s occupation of the West Bank' 
later in favour of settlers in the self-same West Bank, broadcast from 
ships offshore. By 1995 more than 50’ active pirate stations were 

1 The Israeli term is ‘regional’, though it is better rendered as local, given the small 
spaces involved. 
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identified, rising to 132 in 1999 and some 150 in 2002. In the late 
1990s they were mainly broadcasting music and entertainment (Caspi 
and Limor, 1999). Thereafter pirate stations transmitting the t’shuva 
message have proliferated, and their unmistakably Sephardi style of 
speech and music associates them with Shas in the mind of their 
audience and several, probably the majority, do indeed identify 
with Shas, notably Kol HaEmet (The Voice of Truth), Radio 2000, 
MiKol HaLev (Giving with all your Heart), Radio 10 and Kol 
HaNeshama (Voice of the Soul). After some resistance from Rav 
Schach, the Ashkenazi haredi community began to broadcast on radio 
stations, though they remain controversial in this prickly constitu- 
ency, and there seemed in 2001 to be only one pirate station broad- 
casting specifically in the idiom of the Ashkenazi haredim — Kol 
HaSimcha (The Voice of Celebration) . However, radio transmission 
enables people to cross boundaries without doing so too publicly, 
and in fact Arieh Deri broadcast frequently on Kol Simcha during 
the 1999 election campaign, and there is no reason to believe that 
Ashkenazim and secular people do not also listen to the many 
Sephardi-run religious pirate stations. 

The Sephardi appeal of these radios, conveyed even in the street- 
wise language they use, can also be understood as a compensation for 
the very limited presence of Oriental music and culture in the offi- 
cial stations over many years. Those stations only broadcast one hour 
a day of Oriental content until a few years ago, but even now, though 
the amount has increased, the content, though possibly more in 
keeping with the music of North Africa and the Middle East, is not 
in tune with Israeli popular taste, let alone with the religious tastes of 
the t’shuva movement or of Shas followers. Official radio s secular 
bias, and its emphasis on high culture and educational themes, 2 plus 
the monotony of its diet of news, leaves a space for more popular — 
and therefore more Sephardi — modes of communication and enter- 

2 There are seven official stations: two belong to the army, of which one is a main- 
stream news and current affairs channel and the other transmits mosdy music, in 
both cases with an eye to a highly secular, youthful audience, especially soldiers; 
Programme Aleph consists largely of high culture; Programme Bet consists mosdy 
of news and politics; and Programme Gimel concentrates on Israeli music of all 
sorts, including Oriental; Network 88 broadcasts jazz and ‘world music’; and Kol 
Hamusika (the Voice of Music) specialises in classical music. It is not hard to see 
that this leaves plenty of room for alternative stations. 
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tainment, and also for religious themes. State radio may give token 
space to programmes for minority ethnic and linguistic groups, for 
example the Russian and Ethiopian communities, but it offers little 
to that segment of the public which can be regarded as popular, yet 
drawn to religious themes and traditions. 

Today, most of the pirate stations seem to be religious, and 
although they sometimes like to call themselves ‘Holiness channels’ 
(arutsei kodesh), they are happy to be known as piratim. There are also 
pirate stations devoted to popular music, while yet others serve the 
West Bank settlers, the vast Russian community and the Arab popu- 
lation. But the religious stations, whose central theme is t’shurn, are 
now so numerous that people find themselves listening almost by 
accident as they turn the knobs on their car radios or in their kitchens. 
During 2002 it was noticeable that they were going beyond their 
core audience and penetrating the secular world, and were also be- 
coming the subject of debates on the mainstream channels’ chat 
shows and political discussions. Their number and proportion are 
inevitably matters of political controversy. In a Knesset debate on 
20 October 1999, a Shas member stated that there were 150 be- 
tween 1996 and 1999 of which only fourteen were religious. Yet he 
also said that in 1999 the authorities closed down ninety stations, of 
which forty-eight were religious, and that in the two months prior 
to the debate twenty-one of the twenty-eight stations closed down 
were religious. Any conclusions drawn from these numbers should 
keep in mind the fact that stations routinely reopen after being 
closed down and that many so-called closures affect offices but not 
the transmitters themselves. 

Until about 2002 there had never been a prosecution or con- 
viction, but the issue came to the fore again in 2004 when it emer- 
ged both that the radios’ capacity was far greater than had been 
thought and also that the authorities were taking a harder line against 
them: a document submitted to the Knesset’s Economics Com- 
mittee by the Deputy Director of the Communications Ministry 
stated, ‘from the beginning of that year until mid-July, 154 stations 
were shut down’ of which 1 17 (76 per cent) ‘were ultra-Orthodox’. 
The station with the most closures was Kol HaEmet, correctly 
described by Ha’aretz as ‘associated with Shas’ (see below). If, as re- 
ported, this station had twenty-two offices shut down in eighteen 
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locations, it must have had an ‘almost complete nationwide net- 
work’. Radio 2000 also had nineteen offices shut down. An eight- 
and-a-half month jail sentence with a $40,000 fine had also been 
imposed ( Ha’aretz , 19 August 2004). Shas MK Shlomo Ben Izri 
(a Minister in the Barak government), the radios’ ‘political patron’, 
took these figures as evidence of discrimination against the religious 
stations, and even claimed in 2004 that competitors divert ultra- 
Orthodox station broadcasts to the transmission channels of airpla- 
nes in order to prompt their closure for endangering air safety — a 
perennial issue. 3 

The degree of indulgence or repression by the authorities has var- 
ied with the colour of the government of the day, but the standard 
line among haredim is that they suffer relentless persecution. The 
tougher fine taken in 2003 may reflect Shas s removal from the gov- 
ernment after that year’s elections. The Shas MK quoted above in 
the 1999 debate declared that the persecution of the pirate radios 
reminded him of when the authorities in his native Georgia sent 
tractors to steamroller their synagogues in 1953 and the people lay 
on the ground to stop them. It was clear, he said, that ‘they’ want to 
‘shut up millions who have no other station’ and that the Prime 
Minister (then Ehud Barak) ‘wants to destroy Shas’ (his coalition 
partner). Even though 20 per cent of the population were observant 
Jews, religious broadcasting accounted only for 0.5 per cent of broad- 
casting time on legal channels, so pirate activity was justified. 

Knesset debates on this subject were held on 12 March and 
28 May 1997, 18 February 1998, 20 October 1999, 20 June and 
23 July 2001, during which period they seemed to reflect a shared 
de facto toleration of a semi-legal situation. The debates have a tone 
of polemical banter, and end inconclusively as the participants fail to 
decide to which committee the issue should be referred. On one 
occasion the Chair asks how many pirate radios there are in Jeru- 
salem, and a Shas MK responds ‘one, the state radio!’ In March 1997 

3 It is widely believed that the radios interfere with air traffic control. On 2 Sep- 
tember 2002 several flights had to be cancelled because the pilots could not com- 
municate with the control tower, apparently because of the pirate radios, and there 
was talk of a protest strike by air traffic control staff. But the Ha’aretz report of 
August 2004 shows that this has been a real issue, not just a stick with which to 
taunt the radios and their friends. 
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the Shas Minister of Transport said that so long as the only pirate 
radios were those of the Peace Movement (Kol Hashalom) and the 
settlers (Channel 7) they were left alone, but as soon as religious 

fu OUP LT ted , f °, broadcast the y were persecuted. In May that year a 
Shas MK said the stations might not be ‘very legal’, but they do 

express the views of a ‘hated and persecuted’ section of the popula- 
tion. On another occasion a member complained that while the 
police leave undisturbed the Christian evangelical radios, ‘which pro- 
pagate a mistaken interpretation of the sources’, leading astray gulli- 
ble Jewish listeners, the Jewish religious radios, which broadcast ‘love 
for Israel and the truth’ are subjected to constant harassment. In 1997 
an early ‘Ben Izri Committee’ had recommended the legalisation of 
t e religious broadcasters, increased budgets for religious broad- 
casting by the state broadcasting authority, the establishment of a 
state funded Jewish broadcasting service, the inclusion of religious 
programmes in the most popular state radio station (Station 2) and 
the installation of religious professionals in all state radio stations- a 
classic example of Shas playing its hand to the maximum. None of 
the proposed measures were adopted, nor were they when a second 
attempt was made at legislation in 1999. 

Largely in response to complaints about air traffic interference the 
increased eagerness on the part of the authorities to enforce the’law 

in I?™ 1 * 1 9 Au S ust 2004) brought the number of closures to 229 in 
2003, compared with only thirteen ten years earlier in 1993 Ultra- 
Orthodox stations seem to have had dozens of transmitters con- 
lscated, but quite often only their offices have been closed, while the 
stations continued transmitting. Even so, Ha’aretz continues: ‘within 
three and a half months no less than nine transmitters were con- 
fiscated from Arutz 2000 located in the community of Har Bracha 
* * * ° n Ma y 20 > a transmitter was confiscated and the next day, on 
May 21, its replacement was confiscated’. This reflects levels of 
financial support, derived from donations, which belie the pleas of 
poverty we heard from station managers in 2001, and a dynamic 

rapid response’ management style we have repeatedly found in Israel’s 
social movements. 

The views of the Shas MKs quoted above were, of course, echoed 
by the pirate station operators. The director of the Mikol Halev 
station also told us (in 2001) that although there are hundreds of 
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pirate stations in the country, only the religious ones were troubled 
by the police. Asked whether there might be advantages to illegality, 
he responded guardedly: he did not see benefits from legalisation ‘in 
all situations’, especially because legal stations are watched by the 
authorities and he did not want any authority looking over his 
shoulder or, as he put it, ‘telling him what to say’. (This may reflect 
anxiety over a law against incitement that was passed in the wake of 
the Rabin assassination in 1995, described by some, with customary 
hyperbole, as a device for muzzling right-wing voices.) A newspaper 
journalist explained to us also that becoming legal involves bidding 
for a wave band, which is very expensive, because of the heavy com- 
petition for the few legally available bands, and would probably be 
far beyond the means of any of these stations. Legality would also 
impose all sorts of time-consuming paperwork. 

On the other hand, legal status would allow the stations to earn 
revenues from advertising. In short, while radio piracy was tolerated 
by the authorities, the attitude of the radios themselves was summed 
up in a broadcaster’s comment that ‘no revolution is ever made in 
legality’. But by 2004 the position seems to have shifted: a bill was in 
the Knesset and Ben Izri was trying to use legalisation of the stations 
as a bargaining chip in (notional) coalition negotiations. He was pre- 
pared to accept legal oversight of the stations and some stations 
seemed ready to disburse the very substantial sums required for a 
legal operation, including ‘setting up studios for a cost of around 
$1 million and putting up millions of shekels for a deposit’ (ibid.). 
The bill would allow for three new stations of which two would be 
religious — a proportion that would have been simply unviable a few 
years previously and which reflects the size and audience of the 
t’shuva movement even when Shas was out of government. 

The radios’ funds are raised from donors and collections for the 
radios are often made at public meetings in support of the t’shuva 
movement, held in basketball stadia and the like. At MiKol Halev 
the broadcasters and workers, even the website designer, are vol- 
unteers, yeshiva students or people who have adopted full time reli- 
gion. The station receives many offers — or approaches — from people 
who want to broadcast, but the director only accepts those recom- 
mended by trusted individuals. For someone who wants to build a 
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reputation as a Rabbi the radio is a good opportunity, as in the case 
of Rav Shalom Arush who heads a network of several yeshivas and 
broadcasts on Kol HaChesed (The Voice of Charity). There are also 
degrees of professionalisation, exemplified by Rav Gilles, an experi- 
enced broadcaster in several different idioms on several stations 

sometimes answering phone-ins, sometimes delivering learned com- 
mentaries, sometimes interviewing a guest— and adept at switching 
his accent and style of speech between different audiences. Stations 
have now taken to recruiting media professionals who have made 
t’shuva or are at least sympathetic to their cause. Rav Gilles’ ethnic/com- 
munity identity is of no concern to the stations, who are eager to 
broadcast this well known and experienced voice. 

The radios do not stand still. MiKol Halev, which looks and sounds 
like a shoestring operation, had a website which allowed listeners to 
hear native-speaking Rabbis expounding in Hebrew, Spanish, French 
and English. The size of their audience is of course impossible to 
know accurately, and many wavering listeners, responding to an 
audience survey, might not admit they listen until ‘they have crossed 
a certain line and are ready to say they have become more observant. 
Sometimes a public response reveals their audience, as when, in 
response to a call by Ovadia Yosef to remove television sets from the 
home, some 200 sets almost immediately appeared in a preannoun- 
ced location. Rav Gilles estimates the size of an audience by the 
number of callers — on some stations he has long queues of callers 
while on others there are very few. All arrange for a few callers in 
advance to get the show going. On this basis he reckons that MiKol 
Halev is a small station, whereas its director says it is one of the 
biggest. 

Some stations have achieved a degree of institutionalisation de- 
spite their ambiguous legal existence, and while on occasions of 
momentous importance they may join forces, many also carve out 
audience niches. Kol HaEmet has been on the air since 1995 and 
describes itself as the worlds biggest kollel and yeshiva. Ovadia Yosef 
is its Chairman and various prominent Sephardi Rabbis are on its 
board. Radio 10, in which Reuven Elbaz, the leader of Or HaChay- 
yim, is very active, directs its t’shuva message at academics and mem- 
bers of the elite. MiKol Halev, as we have seen, looks to the popular 
sectors for its audience, while Kol HaNeshama is the one most given 
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to expressing hostile attitudes to the Ashkenazi elite. Finally — though 
there are many others — Kol HaMizrach (The Voice of the East) is 
devoted principally to transmitting North African and Middle 
Eastern Jewish music. 


Pirate radios and the t'shuva movement 

The pirate religious stations are linked with a range of grassroots and 
street-level activities. We have seen the links with evangelists, but the 
case of Kol HaChesed shows that these links can spread much fur- 
ther and that their multi-media capacity has the effect of shifting 
established social boundaries. Kol HaChesed is a nationwide broad- 
caster run out of Netania by a group who resemble a social rescue 
brigade, as described in Chapter 6. Asked about their mission the 
first word they say is ‘family’ — to broadcast a message of love, of rec- 
onciliation within families, and to do so in a language which is readily 
understandable to people unfamiliar with Judaism. They distribute 
didactic cassettes by giving a person 100 to sell as a good deed ( mitz - 
vah), they respond to requests for help and advice, especially on 
matters of family and education, and they provide a marriage gui- 
dance service whereby listeners can consult a Rabbi personally or by 
telephone, off the air. And, as so often, there are miracles: when a lady 
rang in saying she was having difficulty finding a husband, the Rabbi 
on the air told her she should sell 100 cassettes — three weeks later 
she was married! 

Thus we can see how radios are linked with other activities and 
organisations, crossing boundaries which in the routine of everyday 
life would be much thicker. Kol HaChesed does not emphasise 
Sephardi or Ashkenazi traditions and uses Rabbis from different tra- 
ditions and tendencies. However, their attitude to secular Jews remains 
uncompromising. They have been known to attack the Supreme 
Court judges and ‘leftists’ (described on Kol HaNeshama as having 
their ‘days numbered’) for their liberal or secular outlook, as well as 
the academic world, accused of infecting the whole of society. In 
contrast, the one Ashkenazi haredi station, Kol Simcha, was indif- 
ferent to reaching out to the Sephardi population or to potential 
returnees, each of which was dismissively equated with the other: 
‘ T’shuva ?.. that is for Sephardim’ was the revealing quip. 
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Partly perhaps because of its doubtful legal status, pirate broad- 
casting creates a complicity and an intimacy with its audience: callers 
are not all that numerous, so they have time to chat, they are invited 
to make their needs known, and the speakers follow up through 
their religious or political networks to satisfy urgent personal needs. 
Most programming consists of homilies or phone-ins, with musical 
interludes of varying length. MiKol Halev is hosted every morning 
by a former ice-cream seller known as Ovadia Mehaglida (‘Ovadia 
Ice-Cream’), for whom nothing is too much trouble. While we were 
there, someone rang in with a request for thirty items of clothing for 
a group of students who want to begin adopting religious dress. 
They sounded like candidates for t’shuva and the radio’s prompt call 
brought immediate offers of money or donations in kind. Once a 
week they run a programme to match buyers and sellers of anything 
from household goods to real estate. Many stations reserve airtime 
for requests from individuals for help in emergencies. They also 
broadcast on health issues and alternative medicine. 4 Whereas pre- 
viously the stations tended to shy away from explicit political state- 
ments, in the increasingly polarised context of the second Intifada 
some stations have become more vociferous on the subject ofjewish 
relations with Arabs and Palestinians. 

The Sephardi element is not explicitly played up, but is an implicit 
presence through references to Shas or to Ovadia Yosef, through the 
accent of broadcasters, through music and through their chatty style, 
which stands in contrast to the formalism of the state channels, char- 
acteristic of the Ashkenazi (secular) elite. Boundaries are redrawn by 
bringing listeners into new networks, which at first may be only vir- 
tual, but, if the radios achieve their aims, their influence in reshaping 
the lives of individuals, families and even broader groups should not 
be underestimated, as their listeners put children into religious school, 
start attending synagogue, and become ever more involved in reli- 
gious life. The content of the broadcasts, like the videos and tapes 
directed to the popular, less educated sectors, could be described as 
folksy . They also pander to popular stereotypes, for example where 


4 There is an affinity between movements of religious renewal and the ‘New Age’ 
culture, given their interest in healing, and in the case ofjewish ultra-Orthodoxy, 
an uneasy attitude to medical manipulation of the body, especially of women’s 
bodies. 
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a negative figure — in this case a priest — is portrayed speaking with 
an Arabic accent. Their use of images, proverbs and examples from 
everyday life, edges listeners towards conclusions in the manner of 
folk wisdom. They can always invoke as a precedent the example of 
Ovadia Yosefs addresses — though not his writings — peppered as 
they are with popular language and anecdotes (Yadgar, 2003). 

Women are an important section of the audience, and stations pay 
a great deal of attention to their needs and problems, especially 
family problems and their solutions. Some speakers allow women on 
the air (but only ‘so long as they keep to the point’), while others 
only allow them to leave messages — questions which are read out 
and answered, and which listeners can then follow up with requests 
for further clarification. In response to frequent requests for advice 
in overcoming family conflicts, speakers tend to recommend patience, 
long-term commitment, love in the family. For these broadcasters, 
even major political problems have their solution in the rebuilding 
of the family, helped by a more observant lifestyle. A man wants more 
children but cannot convince his wife; a woman wants to convince 
her household to adopt more strict observance, but encounters re- 
sistance among her men-folk . . . Both men and women call to ask 
advice in resolving family conflicts. The responses tend to focus on 
‘peace-building’ in the home, especially by advising women not to 
respond to their husbands’ inconsiderate or offensive behaviour. As 
we have seen in other Vshuva contexts, and indeed in Pentecostal 
churches, callers worry about insubordinate children, drugs culture, 
family violence and the temptations of the media and the street. 5 
Thus a woman calls to complain that her husband shouts at her con- 
stantly. In response the speaker tells a story about a Rabbi who gave a 
woman an amulet to put in her mouth and keep it there. As a result 
she could not speak of course, but each day her husband came with 
more and more generous presents — flowers, a diamond ring, and so 
on. Eventually the Rabbi tells her that the ‘amulet’ is nothing but 
an empty card. . . The reference to amulets, of course, is a discretely 
Sephardi allusion, and listeners might also see in it an allusion to 
the controversy which arose concerning their distribution by Shas in 
the 1999 election campaign. 

5 In the ultra-Orthodox Ramat Shlomo neighbourhood a social worker told us that 
when he organises, in conjunction with the religious authorities, adult education 
sessions, the theme of family problems is very frequently requested by the public. 
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Listeners identify quite readily with ‘their’ station, to the point 
that when asked to place themselves on a religious spectrum, they 
may use the name of their preferred station as a shorthand response. 
1 he format makes the station an extension of the home, helped in 
this by a sense of complicity with the speakers and their friendly, 
elpful, can-do’ responses. Some daytime programmes are for chil- 
dren, often using cautionary tales to convey a message. 

Thus we see a range of mechanisms whereby the activities of 
radios, when combined with other organisations and of course with 
politics, are redrawing some of the boundaries which separate the 
multiple ethnic, religious and cultural enclaves of Israeli society. Lis- 
teners can find a radio which uses a particular style of speech, uses a 
certain type of music, emphasises certain themes, and enables them 
to combine religious observance with an engagement with the me- 
dia something quite uncommon in the haredi world until the t’shuva 
movement took hold. They also feel at home among an audience 
with whom they have a strong religious and ethnic affinity, so the 
airwaves are used to form networks of solidarity. Politically, the 
organisations which the radios promote depend directly or indi- 
rectly on government funding, so it is not surprising that sometimes 
the stations overstep the mark’: in the 2001 election campaign, the 
Chair of the Electoral Commission ‘issued an injunction banning 
election propaganda from Shas’ pirate radio stations’ ( Haaretz , 1 Feb- 
ruary, 2001). The newspaper had no hesitation in identifying all the 
stations mentioned here with Shas. 


The cassette tape industry and the t’shuva movement 
The radio stations draw their audiences from several symbolically 
bounded communities, and much of their broadcasting is designed 
to consolidate boundaries by persuading listeners to adopt a more 
stringent way of life. They also aim to shift individuals across bound- 
aries, using popular Oriental music, transmitting hard rock late at 
night, and thus appealing, through their media-born intimacy to 
new constituencies who might change their lifestyles and join the 
t’shuva movement. The thriving religious cassette industry is another 
facet of the same campaign (Amran, 2000): it contributes by using 
the private character of cassette listening to get a ‘foot in the door’ 
(Amran uses the English expression), and also more publicly, by loca- 
ting distribution centres, complete with study rooms and attendant 
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religious experts, in shopping malls or other unaccustomed locations 
such as the designated points where soldiers can safely hitch a lift to 
and from their units. Like the radio programmes, cassettes are de- 
signed for listening as a ‘secondary activity’, for example while 
people go about their housework or sit on a bus or in their cars. 
There are musical tapes with religious-cum-popular music, tapes 
directed at children and tapes produced for more and less learned or 
observant audiences. The audience is broadened by using the Sephar- 
dim who are not haredi but ‘respect their traditions’, as a bridge to 
the secular public. 

Cassettes are cheap to produce and do not have large economies 
of scale, allowing producers to carve out ever more precise market 
niches. Their spoken output is broadly divided between moral uplift 
or lifestyle themes and exegetic content for a more learned audience. 
There is also material directed more specifically at an audience of 
potential candidates for t’shuva, emphasising the sharpness of the 
contrasts between the secular and the religious world. Yet the med- 
ium does affect the behaviour of listeners in unintended ways. For 
example, in principle haredi women are not supposed to listen to the 
exegetical discourses, but they do, as some Rabbis ruefully note even 
on the cassettes themselves, and to prevent them would be possible 
only by withdrawal of all these learned cassettes. 

The market orientation and growing professionalisation of the 
religious cassette system is illustrated by the ability of preachers to 
shift their tone and content for different audiences, and also the 
appearance of fee-charging speakers side-by-side with others who 
regard their work as a service to the community. For the most part 
the market is dominated by three companies. One of these, the non- 
profit Kol Hadaf, 6 is closely identified with Agudat Yisrael, and has 
benefited from the support of a New York real estate developer, as 
well as from state funding through the good offices of the influential 
Agudat MK Menachem Porush, former Chairman of the Knesset 
Finance Committee. It focuses exclusively on exegetic material and 
is not identified with t’shuva. The other two producer/distributors 

6 ‘Voice of the Sheet’ because it belongs to an organisation which produces a daily 

page of text with commentary broadcast in New York and Israel, in English, 
Hebrew and Yiddish, and also on El A1 flights to New York! ttp://www.shemayi- 
srael.co.il/dafyomi2/index.htm. 
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concentrate on moral uplift and issues in everyday life, and do not 
produce exegetic tapes, focusing more on the potential t’shuva audi- 
ence. Of these the more successful is Ner Lemea (A Candle for 100), 7 
a for-profit concern which has produced 2,200 tapes on themes 
such as peace in the home’ and children’s education. Kol Hadaf 
tapes are sold only in ultra- Orthodox neighbourhoods where, tacidy 
avoiding untoward contact, men and women briskly make their pur- 
chases at different times, while Ner Lemea sells to a mixed, unseg- 
regated, clientele. At the time of her research Amran found that a 
favourite subject was the ‘reincarnation of autistic children’, a theme 
to which we shall return in the latter part of this chapter. 

Like the radios, the religious cassette business makes new connec- 
tions between the public and private spheres, instrumentalising, in 
the propagation of t’shuva , the media and the inferential modes of 
popular culture. The distribution of these cassettes is not like the dis- 
tribution of entertainment material, such as video films and games 
which are obtained from standard retail oudets. People who go to the 
religious cassette outlets are aware of their common religious affil- 
iation, and the outlets themselves are designed and located to serve a 
community. It is in neighbourhood mutual aid libraries (gemachim ), 
based in private homes, that the cassette companies find their core 
market. These libraries are an institution in an observant neighbour- 
hood, providing a service to individuals but also adding to the observ- 
ant community s social capital by extending co-operative activity. 


T’SHUVA AND THE TENSION BETWEEN HIGH 
AND LOW CULTURE 

For those whose knowledge or experience of Judaism is limited to 
the diaspora, it is hard to imagine the adoption of strict religious ob- 
servance as a dissidence directed against high culture, or that the pro- 
pagation of an observant lifestyle might be wrapped in symbols and 
motifs drawn from the sphere of popular culture. How can ultra- 
Orthodoxy, which seems so austere, so bound up with the written 
woid and canonical texts, accessible only to the learned, be anything 
but high culture:' In Israel the ultra-Orthodox communities seemed 

7 A Talmudic allusion to a passage in which it is said ‘a candle for one is a candle for 
a hundred’. 
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for a long time to be erudite, austere and self-isolated, relating to the 
rest of society only through their leaders’ indefatigable political pres- 
sure and occasional direct action against violations of their bodily 
inhibitions and Sabbath observance. Yet now their influence and 
example spread through society born on technologies, symbols and 
musical motifs which the ‘core’ members of these communities re- 
gard with contempt, if they are aware of them at all. So, from an ana- 
lytical point of view, drawing the line between high and popular 
culture requires account to be taken of the diversity of the ultra- 
Orthodox world itself and of the difficulties of mapping the secular- 
religious contrast onto that between high culture and its popular 
counterpart. 

The erudite-popular dualism can be used when contrasting worldly 
secular Jewish life to that of the ultra- Orthodox whose every minute 
seems drenched in the minor rituals of daily life and their super- 
natural allusions. But it could also be applied to the contrast between 
the activities of yeshivas and adult study centres ( kollelim ) where men 
sit bowed over multi-lingual Rabbinic texts and commentaries, and 
the ecstatic expressions of those same men (if they are Chassidim) on 
the great festivals and at celebrations of rites of passage. It could also 
be applied to the schism in eighteenth-century Eastern Europe be- 
tween the austerity of the followers of the Great Rabbi of Vilna (the 
Vilna Gaon) and the ecstatic manifestations of the Chassidic move- 
ment — a schism which was marked by ferocious hostility for gen- 
erations and only began to soften after the Holocaust, but is today 
expressed more in distinctive ritual practices, marriage choices, 
choices of school and yeshiva and dress codes (Jacobs, 1995). 8 Fur- 
thermore we have seen how the popular-erudite contrast has at least 
one, and most likely several, ethnic dimensions among Israeli Jews, 
one of which sets the country’s Sephardi population apart from the 
secular Ashkenazim. The ‘Ashkenaziness’ of the latter is itself pro- 
bably defined by other Israelis more by its affinity with the cultural 
and technological ways of life of modernity than with their previous 
European ancestry, including widespread participation in the 
popular musical cultures of the West (Segev, 2002). If the Sephardim 

8 Maybe the ideological element was already exaggerated in earlier accounts, and 
these ritual markers were the issue between the different schools and sects already 
in nineteenth-century Eastern Europe. 
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qua Sephardim are carriers of an Israeli popular culture, they are not 
thought to be in this camp of Western youth culture, yet both could 
be called popular . Qua youth, of course, young Sephardim par- 
ticipate as much in Western-style youth culture as any other Israelis. 

Further difficulties arise in the religious field. The Rabbinic erudi- 
tion of the haredi communities stands in sharp contrast to the secular 
erudition of the university: while academics bring modern sciences 
such as archaeology and linguistics to bear on canonic texts, and 
place them in a historical context, in the yeshivas the Rabbis do not 
accept the treatment of those texts as historical documents. Although 
they cultivate an extraordinary command of the texts, as far as yeshiva 
scholarship is concerned, Rashi (1040-1 105) in France, Maimonides 
(1135—1204) in Cordoba and Cairo and the authors and editors of 
the Talmud (500-200bce) in Babylon and Jerusalem might as well 
all have lived at the same time and in the same place. Their dis- 
sidence vis-a-vis the philosophical claims of modern science and 
their evident hostility to innovation could therefore be said to place 
the Rabbis in the camp of popular culture. 

As these remarks show, and as we have argued in other contexts 
(Lehmann, 1996), the popular-erudite opposition is suflused with 
reflexivity: each contains a certain conception of the other, and of the 
others conception of itself. For present purposes, and remaining in 
the religious sphere, we shall understand popular culture as practices 
which refer explicitly to an inherited tradition and which to some 
extent express a dissidence vis-a-vis an elite culture considered to 
be hegemonic, respectable and cosmopolitan. In this conception, 
although elite culture is considered closed to popular culture, it is 
also perceived by the popular to be vulnerable to pressure from those 
who could explicitly or implicitly accuse it of betraying a heritage or 
building an illegitimate power base. The bearers of popular culture 
make claims on the elite, and for their part the bearers of elite culture 
develop an d often co-opt a certain concept or model of the popular, 
as expressed in all sorts of contexts, from folk exhibitions to juridical 
disputes. Today’s disputes (in Israel, in France, everywhere) about the 
extent to which the liberal state can permit illiberal practices in the 
name of respect for tradition presents another dimension of this dia- 
lectic, replete with multiple misapprehensions, misconstructions and 
inevitable mutual stereotyping. 
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To understand the popular dimension of the return to religion, it 
must first be recalled that the Israeli state constitutes a space in which 
the interaction of high and low culture is bound up not just with 
relations of power but with partisan politics. Although the Ash- 
kenazi Rabbinical world may look down on the Sephardim, it has 
also imparted to its Sephardi followers its own hostility to the secular 
elite and thus brought them in as participants in the culture wars of 
Israel’s Jews. The broader Sephardi population, for their part, espe- 
cially those of North African origin, provide a stream of willing par- 
ticipants because they feel themselves marked out from the secular 
elite by a range of linguistic, educational and socio-economic mark- 
ers, and those who speak for them repeatedly charge that elite with 
making them feel inferior in culture and social status. But even now, 
after two decades of Shas and its evangelisation, only a small minor- 
ity of the Sephardim are brought up in the haredi world, so the vast 
majority have little experience of discrimination at the hands of the 
Ashkenazi ultra-Orthodox, and can without any ambiguity join in 
the chorus of class resentment and religious indignation. 

This is the context in which the promoters of t’shuva have mobil- 
ised popular culture and strict religion against the secular elite and its 
cosmopolitan (European-Ashkenazi) practices. The streetwise tinge 
to the movement — evidenced in Ovadia Yosefs asides, the chatty 
style of some cassette tapes, the religious music on tape and the fabu- 
lous imagery of Amnon Yitzchak’s apocalyptic discourses (see be- 
low) — provides a platform for its openness to the broader society 
and demarcates the t'shuva movement from the haredi association 
with closure, introspection and exclusion. The dissidence is further 
legitimated by the iden tification in Israel of the popular sectors with 
the Judaeo-Arab heritage, rather than with the Yiddish-speaking 
Eastern European culture, because the Sephardim are disadvantaged, 
because theirs is the language of the street, and even because the pro- 
nunciation of modern Hebrew itself derives from the Hebrew of the 
Northern and Southern Mediterranean shores and of Sephardi com- 
munities in historic Palestine. Similarly, much of Israeli popular music 
also derives from the North African and Middle Eastern musical 
modes, not from those of Eastern Europe or of the Judaeo-Spanish 
tradition, as do the staples of Israeli diet (falafel, houmous etc.). 

Outside Israel t’shuva movements are scarcely associated with pop- 
ular cultures. Chabad uses cassettes and co-opts popular music and 
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New Age themes and motifs into its activities, runs outreach prog- 
rammes in the Jewish community and on many university campuses, 
especially in the USA, and is well known for its missionary activities 
worldwide. But these operate in a parochial Jewish cultural field in 
the diaspora, not throughout a national cultural space as is possible in 
Israel, and it is striking that Chabad, though it has extensive oper- 
ations in Israel, including an entire settlement known as Kfar Cha- 
bad, does not have a high profile there, but rather a dispersed and 
fragmented presence. In contrast, the Israeli t’shuva movement, with 
Shas as its vanguard, has developed not just as a ‘conversion’ or ‘re- 
turn’ movement but also as a politicised movement of cultural dis- 
sidence able to challenge the prevailing relationship between various 
erudite and popular cultures. Furthermore the element of self-esteem, 
and thus empowerment, on which Deri insisted, has to some extent 
at least ensured that the message has spread rather than remaining 
confined to a closed community feeding on its own animosities. 


The mischievous millenarian: the use of parables 
and myths to subvert official discourse 

The confluence of popular culture, religious renewal and multi-me- 
dia intervention is well represented in the figure of Amnon Yizt- 
chak. Yitzchak is a one-man multi-media road-show: his video 
cassettes are distributed for free at street intersections; he makes CDs 
of his appearances in Israel, England and the United States (being 
welcomed on a helipad by the Mayor of New York); and his per- 
sonal appearances in Israel seem calculated to challenge and offend 
the country’s cultural elite. When he hired Tel-Aviv’s Hechal Hatar- 
but (Temple of Culture) auditorium legal moves were (unsuccess- 
fully) taken right up to the High Court to stop his appearance there. 
Consequently, the audience at his — by now unchallenged — appear- 
ance in the equally highbrow Jerusalem Theatre in November 2001 
were gleefully treated to a video of those very protests. The shock 
tactics go further. To support his campaign against television, Yitz- 
chak promises that anyone who throws out their TV set will receive 
a free copy of the Babylonian Talmud (Talmud Babli), and to dem- 
onstrate the success of his evangelising campaign, he exhibits a box 
of earrings and ponytails discarded by women and men who have 
publicly renounced their secular life at his meetings. 
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Yitzchak’s Yemeni origin is central to his mediatic persona: his 
accent identifies him with that underprivileged and Oriental sector 
of society, even though the Yemenis are apart from the Sephardim in 
ritual and community, and he wears a djellaba (an Arab-style body- 
length tunic) with unique accoutrements, including a skull-cap which 
he jokingly refers to as his ‘antenna’. In this slightly, but far from 
entirely, jokey vein, he litters his addresses with wordplay, talking of 
the ‘tembelevisia’ instead of the ‘televisia’ — an allusion to the mind- 
numbing effects of television 9 — and likening George W Bush’s name 
to the Hebrew word for embarrassment — busha. Yitzchak manages 
to soften stark choices and thick boundaries, presenting t’shuva as a 
gradual purification of social relations rather than a radical break, 
with an emphasis on joining a new community rather than on break- 
ing bonds with the old, and as a solution to everyday problems of 
love, family and finding a spouse. By fashioning his ‘act’, to some 
extent, in the manner of a stand-up comic, he catches both the sec- 
ular and the religious off balance: by joining the comic and the 
serious, the transcendent with the everyday, it has been said that he 
creates a mediation between the sacred and the profane which is 
novel at least in Judaism (Wasertzug-Rabid, 2002). He thus attracts 
young people who, he claimed, find his meetings ‘better than cinema, 
theatre and TV all together’. 

He also has many attributes of a Christian evangelist, including 
the theological, a domain in which he draws generously on Christ- 
ian expressions or keywords. Thus in a meeting in 1997, when ques- 
tioned about a two-year old child who had died in a terrorist attack, 
he gave his audience to understand that this death was a grace of 
God, for the child was a lost soul who would return to the higher 
world in an improved state. This was a price the parents had to pay so 
that God’s grace could be carried out (Meier, 1998). 

In another Christian fundamentalist variation, the road-show is 
also a business operation, benefiting from the cooperation of vol- 
unteers and from donations, and marketing itself with exaggerated 
claims. His Shofar organisation claims to have distributed a million 
videos for free in its first year, to have sold a further million a year 
after 1996, and to have brought 100,000 returnees per year back to 


9 Tembel is Hebrew for ‘foolish’. 
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religion. The free distributions of video and cassette tapes are made 
m the expectation that a certain number of the recipients will then 
become buyers and sellers. At meetings he invites his audience to 
win (i.e. buy) 1,000 cassettes by signing up to make ten monthly 
contributions of 100 shekels. If he persuades a mere twenty people 

POOOrw 0 attendmg a " e) g hb °urhood meeting, to sign up, that makes 
20,000 tapes in a small area. The ‘winners’ will then sell the tapes in 
their neighbourhood (and perhaps make a profit). 

His Chayyim Keflayim (Living Twice) programme follows up peo- 
ple who provide their names at meetings and gives them cassettes. 

us the organisation builds up a database of people with whom it 
comes into contact, who might become more involved or donate 
un s. Like the radio stations, it encourages parents to put their chil- 
dren into religious schools and supports returnees on their road back 
to religious observance, but Yitzchak and his people have gone much 
further than the radio stations in creating a public of their own in the 
application of business principles, and in adopting the content of 
American millenarian fundamentalism (Ammerman, 1987). His rhe- 
toric also goes further than (almost) any Israeli politician would dare. 

At the Jerusalem Theatre Yitzchak made constant reference to his 
cassettes: I am saying this now that we are on cassette 200 but I 
already predicted it in cassette 35’; in responses to the public he 
would say but have you not listened to the last cassette?’ Warm-up 
videos had already shown his supporters distributing cassettes for 
free at road junctions. The cassettes seem to be the emblem of his 
operation. To own and listen to them is to belong, and to distribute 

them among one’s friends and relations is to draw even closer to his 
campaign. 

Dressed in his distinctive attire, Yitzchak is his own trade mark 
The format of his meetings includes him giving an address followed 
by questions from the floor. Many people want their personal 
problems resolved— one needs a husband, the other a wife, a young 
boy wants to attend religious school but his mother will not let him 
and soon. Almost all the questioners— some of whom may be ‘plan- 
ted , like callers to the phone-in radio programmes, to gef the 
process under way-speak with ease and eloquence, and Yitzchak 
responds in his own down-to-earth style. Those who have specific 

needs are asked to hand in a piece of paper and he blesses them all at 
the end of the meeting. 
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Yitzchaks mockery of the establishment is fuelled by wordplay 
and judicious use of accent and turns of phrase. In one video, filmed 
live, he defends the privileges enjoyed by haredim in Israel, using the 
analogy of a watermelon. This is a reference to a remark by Ezer 
Weizman, Israels former Head of State (1993-2000) and, for the 
preachers audience, an archetypal representative of the European, 
educated, secular elite. Weizman had picked out the development of 
the seedless watermelon as a source of great national pride, but for 
religious people, for whom Israel is above all not a state but a land, 
the notion that the country should take pride in such mundane 
achievements is itself laughable. Yitzchak uses the quote to weave a 
fable about Israels religious and secular populations: the metaphor of 
‘black’ as the colour of strict religious observance. For him, it is not 
surprising that Weizman, like all secular Israelis, wants an Israel 
without the black seeds — without the haredim. 10 For Yitzchak, in 
contrast, the haredim are not only black seeds, they are also the seeds 
of continuity of Judaism, while the juicy red flesh of the watermelon 
represents communism and dictatorship — i.e. the godless Zionist 
secular regime — and the green outer skin represents fertile pasture, 
an image of a fertile Israel. The kibbutz, secular and emblematically 
Zionist, took the juice of state subsidies first, so the haredim were 
forced to come and extort their due: if the haredim had staked their 
claim first, they would not have had to exercise so much pressure later 
on. He then attacks a towering icon of Zionism, namely the 
‘founding father’ David Ben-Gurion. Ben-Gurion, he claims, had 
said that Israel had to make the Jews into a people with a culture — 
thus ignoring 5,300 years of Jewish culture — and introduced Ger- 
man high culture — that is, as he put it, anti-semitism. Israel’s secular 
culture, he is saying, is anti-semitic. What, Yitzhak asks, of charity, 
of Sabbath observance, of respect for the sages — are these not also 
culture? 

We had occasion to appreciate the effectiveness of Yitzchaks use 
of these devices in his address, entitled ‘Before the End’ — more or 
less word for word the same as a cassette he issued on 12 September 
2001 — the day after an event which offered a golden opportunity to 
merchants of apocalyptic millenarianism. He recalled his prediction 

10 The word ‘black’ is synonymous with haredi; thus a black neighbourhood is one 
dominated by the ultra-Orthodox. 
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at the time of the 1993 Oslo agreements that ‘there is no peace with 
terrorists’ (cassette no. 35). Two years before he had predicted that 
the great America would shrink . . . no-one would have predicted it, 
not even in their worst nightmares.. . . A million Interpol agents 
millions of recorded telephone conversations all these ‘sources’, 
he said, playing on the term ‘intelligence sources’, are of no use 
because those without ‘ spiritual sources’ are unprotected. Only those 
who had the Jewish ‘sources’ knew it would happen. 

The discourse then discusses the biblical origins of claims to the 
land of Israel, and quotes the Zohar, the thirteenth-century Kab- 
balistic text: 11 

there will come a time when their right to the Holy Land will expire. Then 
the sons of Ishmael 12 will wage war on the whole world, on sea, on land and 
near Jerusalem, and other peoples will participate in the struggle, but there 
will be no victor. . . there will be three months of war in a far-off place, and 
in the end only Israel will remain and the whole world will recognise the 
one God and his name is One ... No-one believed these or other pro- 
phecies, yet the sons of Ishmael’ have made us — the sixth power in the 
world and the Americans, look like circus performers, like dwarfs: they 
took away the Kings crown and slapped him in the face. 

Yitzchak ridicules the Americans— branded by implication as the 
global champions of the consumer society — and indeed the Israeli 
state itself, which places too much trust in military prowess. He 
predicts that two thirds of the world will perish in the war of Gog 
and Magog: 13 & 

in 9 months of catastrophe, there will be epidemics, and limbs will be cut 
from bodies. Two thirds of the world will die. It is all written down— there 
is nothing to be done. The American attempt to impose globalisation, 
democracy and liberalism, ignoring all religions, has come to this. 

But there is a chance of salvation for Israel if the people make Vshuva 
and return to God. He reiterates the Prophetic theme of the life of 
the Jewish people as an endless alternation between abandonment of 
God and tshuva, so maybe this is the last Vshuva , maybe we can be 
saved as in the Exodus from Egypt. Maybe now we have finally 

11 The legends and controversies are summarised by Louis Jacobs (1995- 628-30) 

12 i.e. the Arabs. h 

13 A periodic theme in Jewish and Christian eschatology, derived originally from 
the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel, 38, 39. 
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understood and the Messiah will return in our times’, a phrase 
which appears frequently in Jewish prayer. 

Apart from the violence of the language and the message, there is 
a constant inversion of official language in the discourse, with the 
use of wordplay and caricature: the seedless watermelon, the Twin 
Towers and the tower of Babel; Bush juxtaposed with the Hebrew 
word ‘ busha , the ‘intelligence sources’ juxtaposed with ‘spiritual 
sources’, and the ridiculing of a great power humiliated, an image of 
the ‘world upside down’. 

Written black on white, the speech seems extremely threatening, 
but in the auditorium, delivered in a low-key measured tone, sprin- 
kled with jokes and ridicule of the great and powerful, including all 
Israeli political factions — save Shas — the audience did not respond 
with abnormal emotion or enthusiasm, as they might have done to 
fiery political rhetoric in a less genteel location. 

The show should be interpreted in several different registers: a 
deft use of popular language to promote millenarian, anti-establish- 
ment religion; an allusive use of Yitzchaks persona to contribute to 
Sephardi religious empowerment but without openly espousing 
Shas; a straightforward invitation to t’shuva ; or simply an occasion 
when people can come to receive advice, to engage in a ritual of 
conversion, or simply to receive a blessing from the sage. 


Autistic and Alzheimer sufferers as oracles 

There is a strain in the t’shuva movement and in Amnon Yitzchaks 
pronouncements which places returnees or converts on a higher or 
purer plane than the old-timers, and we have noted the Biblical idea 
that God takes greater pleasure in one sinner who repents than in a 
person who has been observant from birth. 14 But the superior status 
conferred on ba’alei t’shuva is not only a theological or rhetorical 
device: it draws on the fear of being unmasked and the fear of gossip, 
which are powerful motives in the dynamics of conversion, as will 
become clear below. One facet of this turns up in accounts of brain 
damage sufferers acting (or being used) as oracles, contained in pam- 
phlets which circulate, rather discreetly, in Shas and t’shuva circles. 

14 Cf. Luke 15:7, ‘there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who 
repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.’ 
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One of these,' 5 given to us by the lady who organises a worldwide 
chain of psalm-readers, is entided ‘A Faint Voice in the Void’ and is 
sub-titled ‘Messages from the Autistic and Brain-Damaged on the 
Situation of our Times: messages from the world of the souls’. The 
practice of such people acting— or being used— as oracles is not 
new, and the ideas attributed to them are classic revivalist themes. 

le autistic, and also Alzheimer sufferers, are quoted as denouncing 
the frivolities of the world and the danger of hypocrisy lurking 
where religious observance is not entirely authentic. They emphas- 
ise qualities of the heart and disinterested Torah study — Torah ‘for 
its own sake in the standard phrase — along similar lines to those 
preached by an Or HaChayyim tutor (Rav Eliezer) whom we have 
already quoted. Autistic children warn, in the delphic manner char- 
acteristic of oracles, that ‘if they study Torah otherwise than for its 
own sake’ the Torah ‘will turn against them’; they denounce the cur- 
rent impudent and bare-faced generation’ which ‘will only understand 
when they encounter a heavy blow’; a ‘plastic yiddischkeit [Jewish 
way of life] has been created’. All politics is described as polluted and 
tainted, and all those, including haredim, who are involved in politics 
are tainted. The Alzheimer sufferer addresses his son as if imprisoned 
in his body: ‘I am shut in my own body ... I used to live only for my 
body but now it does not work, it is only soul, and you cannot run 
away from the truth ... do not wait till, God forbid, you are in the 
state l am in. You have to pray, but prayer is not enough, you have to 
keep the commandments ... it does not matter if your sister is divor- 
ced so long as she keeps the commandments . . . you have to leave 
this world and go back to the life of my father and grandfather’ The 
old man says he is in touch with his dead father, who came to tell 
him the world does not have much time.’ And when his son tells 
him he does not have an income, the father replies, ‘God gave you a 
wife and a child and this is better than an income.’ 

On one hand these pamphlets emphasise innocence and purity ‘a 
Jew without heart or love of God is not a Jew’; ‘although we do 
many righteous things and there are many expensive yeshivas, look 
closely inside the heart of the people and you will see there is no 
heart . . . When we make t’shuva we will all find happiness and go up 
to Jerusalem and we will crown the Messiah and we will be at peace 

15 The publisher is identified by phone numbers in Israel and the United States. 
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with God and with ourselves. 5 But the warning that ‘you cannot run 
away from the truth 5 , that behind a facade of purity or observance 
there may be a different reality, opens the door to a darker side, to the 
power of those (in this case those behind the ‘oracles’) who claim to 
see through the facade. 

Not only does this pamphlet, like Amnon Yitzchaks preaching, 
read as placing hozrei bet’shuva above the established haredim : the 
latter are denounced more or less explicitly as hypocrites and benefi- 
ciaries of political favours, which enable them to lead a luxurious 
lifestyle. ‘The angel who receives our prayers never asks about the 
colour of a kippa, its size, or the material it is made of 5 , says an autis- 
tic girl: ‘religious people are the apex of the world but spend their 
time squabbling over government budgets; they say it is for God 
above but they hate each other in the name of God. 5 Those who 
return to religion will save the world, not those who engage in polit- 
ics or worldly activity, and those who devote themselves to study 
have no guarantee if their heart is not in it. 

The problem is: who can tell which heart is pure and who can be 
assured that the impurity of their own hearts, their own base thoughts, 
will not be detected? This anxiety, as we shall see, can open the way 
to a perverse power play. 


THE RECOVERY OF FRAGMENTS FROM TRADITION 

It is a commonplace that religious traditions, the movements which 
carry them forward and transform them, and the institutions which 
embody them and ensure their reproduction, survive by adapting to 
and also by fashioning immense change in their environments, while 
at the same time retaining an aura of deep resistance to change and 
faithfulness to tradition. But this commonplace is too general and 
vague to constitute the basis for coherent interpretations of social 
movements: who, after all, is to fix the boundaries which decide 
when change is change and when change is continuity? Who is to 
decide what counts as tradition and what does not? Instead of assess- 
ing from without what is tradition and what is change, it is worth 
asking how the power and authority to define and redefine tradition 
is itself subject to change. 

The interest here is to make sense of how Shas and the t’shuva 
movement combine centuries-old ritual, scholarly and liturgical 
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continuity, and continuity in the practical reflexes of daily life, with 
startling innovations such as the pirate radios we have been dis- 
cussing and the vaudeville of Amnon Yitzchak. Rather than view 
this apparently incoherent and kaleidoscopic set of observations as a 
combination of the new and the old (the ‘modern 5 and the ‘tradi- 
tional 5 ) we see it as a dialectic of co-optation and conflict which char- 
acterises the popular-erudite relationship in religious life. In this 
framework an intellectual or ideological elite has a certain concep- 
tion of the content of religion and uses its bureaucratic and financial 
resources to codify and adjudicate through a deliberate, recorded 
process, trying to rationalise and domesticate the supernatural. For 
them the cult of the supernatural is largely an embarrassment. The 
mechanism of control is the establishment of bureaucracies, of which 
the Vatican and the Church of England are prime examples. When 
these institutions face the challenge of new circumstances, they 
respond by turning to doctrine and revising what their intellectual 
exponents regard as outdated or hard to sustain, in an effort to ‘read 
the signs of the times 5 . Liberation Theology, for example, grew out 
of a massive theological effort leading up to the Second Vatican 
Council (Vatican II), and subsequently was propagated through a 
worldwide network of nuns, priests and activists in outreach activ- 
ities, Catholic and secular educational institutions and Christian and 
secular developmental NGOs. This theology gained influence on 
popular movements especially in Latin America, but experience 
showed that its influence relied heavily on the support of religious 
institutions and professionals (Lehmann, 1990; Doimo, 1995; Vas- 
quez, 1998). The modernising impetus ( aggiornamento ) of Vatican II 
and Liberation Theology, like Liberal Anglicanism, required down- 
grading ‘superstition 5 and practical involvement with the super- 
natural, shifting the emphasis of religious practice away from ritual 
towards education, towards ‘consciousness-raising 5 and awareness of 
the ways in which religious institutions and their followers could en- 
gage with the world, away from personal religiosity to the good of 
society. In Judaism the equivalent shift is seen in what is known in 
Britain as Reform Judaism and in the United States as Conservative 
Judaism, and to some extent in Modern Orthodoxy, followed by 
Liberal Judaism and innumerable unorthodox variants (‘cool shuls 5 , 
gay shuls , and so on). These are doctrinally aware, erudite departures 
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which, if they have one thing in common, it is the downplaying of 
the supernatural. 

But popular religion, with its affinity for a supernatural realm 
beyond bureaucratic control, is never quiescent, and finds adapta- 
tions to changing circumstances in less intellectualised, less cen- 
tralised, and more inferential ways. It does not deliberate about the 
theological implications of this or that procedure, but relies on 
intuitive representations among its public about what fits and what 
does not, often with surprising results. Brazilian Pentecostals adapt 
the Catholic communion and call it the Holy Supper; 16 the Catholic 
Charismatic Renewal has borrowed wholesale from the Pente- 
costals, invoking fear of the diabolical, and practicing glossolalia and 
exorcism; Jewish evangelisers in Chabad must have learnt their 
method of organisation from the Pentecostals, and have also borrowed 
from New Age, as do some branches of the Bratslav Chassidim. 
Neo-Pentecostals (such as the Universal Church of the Kingdom of 
God) borrow directly from the Bible, anointing the foreheads of the 
faithful with oil and distributing purifying water from the River 
Jordan, and the t’shuva movement has no difficulty with ideas about 
divine intervention in political events, in wars and in peoples 
personal lives. Innovation in popular religion is marked by a lack of 
authorisation, decorum or respect for established ceremonies and 
procedures, featuring offences against respectability and good taste, 
as in the spontaneity of Pentecostal ‘gifts of the spirit’ and glossolalia, 
or claims about the messianic qualities of their leaders (Chabad). 
Boundaries are forced back or violated in a process which resembles 
trial and error, or bricolage, in feints and prods from below rather 
than a concerted institutional strategy, so that in all probability the 
innovations which do become institutionalised are but a fraction of 
those which have been tried out. For example, in Israel one grass- 
roots haredi development is the Zaka brigade of rescue workers who 
have now become a standard feature of post-bombing scenes, shown 
on television worldwide. As Nurit Stadler (2002) explains, they have 
taken upon themselves a service which involves the violation of many 
ultra-Orthodox norms, not least dealing with body parts, even on 
the Sabbath if necessary. From one point of view this can be seen as a 

16 The Santa Ceia is the taking of a beverage in small plastic cups distributed to 

those who are entitled. 
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way for haredim to gain legitimacy in the eyes of the Israeli public 
and state, but at the same time there is in their activity an element of 
satisfaction in this violation of ingrained ritual practices. Other 
examples of breaking down frontiers are the campaigns which take 
Jewish missionaries into hospitals and onto the street or into Metro 
stations in London and Paris. 

Surprise and shock, then, are stock weapons in the armoury of 
popular religious revivals. They provocatively challenge authority: 
where official institutionalised religion undertakes elaborate proce- 
dures to authorise change, popular religion gains legitimacy for chan- 
ges without such deliberation and with little concern for propriety. 
Authority is charismatic and embodied in persons, acquired only 
secondarily and sometimes ex-post , through rituals or procedures. 
Ritual innovation occurs through trial and error. Again, we only 
hear of the successful innovators and leaders: behind them are innu- 
merable failures who remain forgotten and ridiculed as charlatans or 
pranksters. 

Ideological modernists may depict such movements of regenera- 
tion as backward-looking or ridicule them as drenched in super- 
stition, but the spokesmen for evangelical and charismatic movements 
retort that the modernists represent an entrenched power elite — a 
retort sometimes expressed in quasi-paranoid language, in which 
(for certain kinds of Christian) the Pope is the anti-Christ, the Catho- 
lic Church the ‘great prostitute’, and so on. 

These are also the movements which have adopted most readily 
forms of organisation and communication appropriate to contem- 
porary conditions, precisely because they are not burdened by the 
centuries-old procedures and bureaucracies of the Roman Catholic 
or Anglican Church. In con trast to the image of an inward-looking 
community studiously uninterested in the wider world, we find 
among evangelicals as well as in the t’shuva movement, a direct engage- 
ment with the practical and ideological problems of contemporary 
life (broken families, drug abuse, ill health, depression and of course 
poverty) and the co-optation or infiltration of whatever ideas and 
methods might find a reception among the target audience, irrespec- 
tive of authoritative endorsement or compatibility with tradition. In 
short, there seems to be little contradiction between adaptation to 
modernity and resuscitation or continuation of practices and beliefs 
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which deal unashamedly with the supernatural. Popular religion 
relates to supernatural forces which will cure illnesses, make people 
wealthy and give us insight into others’ thoughts and purposes: through 
symbolic exchange relationships (such as pilgrimages and votive offer- 
ings), through acts of charity, through fasting, and through consul- 
tation with mediums, preachers, healers, priests and rabbis (Brandao, 
1980; Lehmann, 2002). 17 

Even so, one must draw a line between the popular religion that is 
contained within the limits of toleration and even encouragement of 
institutional religion (pilgrimages, local cults etc.), and revivalist- 
cum-dissident movements that clearly challenge and confront insti- 
tutional religion, especially by denouncing its hypocrisy, its finery, its 
political machinations, and claiming (as through oracles) additional, 
privileged insight into the minds of followers. One element which 
does seem to mark out revivalist-cum-dissident movements from the 
ways of day-to-day popular religion, is the call on people to change 
their lives. Movements of revival call for a change ‘from within’ a 
person, which often goes together with cutting off or at least atten- 
uating existing ties of family and friendship and economic ties guaran- 
teeing a livelihood. This sort of choice, once associated with hermits 
and other virtuosi, is now acquiring the characteristics of a mass 
phenomenon, made possible, among other things, by the prosperity 
of modern societies, which facilitates charitable giving, by subsidies 
from the state, and by the entrepreneurial character of contemporary 
revival movements. Subsidies from the state are evident in Israel, but 
elsewhere too we observe Pentecostal leaders, in Brazil for example, 
using the clientelistic channels to which their political involvement 
connects them to obtain state funds and subsidies in one form or 
another (Freston, 2001b). Furthermore, entrepreneurship for its part 
has at its disposal technologies which enable preachers and organi- 
sations to reach a wider audience than ever before and to commu- 
nicate with unprecedented effectiveness. 

These are external conditions, but the internal dynamics also need 
to be explained. The important role of exchange and interdepend- 

17 Carlos Rodriguez Brandao in his remarkable Deuses do Povo (‘The Peoples 
Gods’) (Sao Paulo, 1980), enumerates with a wealth of illustrative quotation and 
popular language from small-town Brazil the abundance of informal officiants 
who populate the world of unofficial worship. 
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ence in revival movements can link this inner change in people’s 
lives, manifested in renunciation of worldly pleasures, to popular re- 
lgion, despite the seeming incompatibility between the practical 
character of popular religion and this other-worldly agenda of per- 
sonal transformation. As Boyer explains, people’s ‘inference systems 
tor social interaction ...guide their intuitions about exchange and 
fairness’ (Boyer, 2001: 229). The model of social exchange, which 
could be seen as a cognitive version of the classic formulation by 
Marcel Mauss (1950), is evidently applicable, for example, to pil- 
grimages and local cults: people go to ask for an intercession by a 
Saint or by a particular Virgin— viz. Guadalupe or Lourdes, and, in 
Israel, Baba Sail. Villagers all over Latin America and the Mediter- 
ranean ask favours from a local patron saint or Virgin — to pass an 
examination, to retain a boyfriend, to get a job— making a vow, voto, 
e orehand in hope, and after the fact bringing an ex-voto in recog- 
nition. At the shrine to Baba Sali in Beersheba pilgrims receive a 
essing and make a contribution to the shrine’s guardians (Wein- 
grod, 1 990). Thousands of Jews go to Uman in the Ukraine, the bur- 
ial site of Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav, whether or not they are 
followers of the loosely bound movement which takes his name— 
the Bratslav Chassidim. In Israel we attended the annual festivities at 
Meron on Lag Be’Omer,’ 8 where Chassidim would emerge from 
their buses unloading fifty-four bottles of grape juice to offer to others 
in the hope of achieving a desire— not any kind of desire, of course- 
a desire which fits in to the cycle of Orthodox Jewish life, such as 
finding a wife or having a child. 19 A voto, in effect. When a child is 
born, or a wedding held, it is customary to mark the occasion by 
making a donation to the community — another ex-voto. Boyer’s ‘in- 
ference system , or Mauss s social exchange, come into play because 
to ignore one’s obligation to repay the favour is to invite disapproval 
and eventually sanction: stated another way, such practices reinforce 
the guilt felt by those who do not meet their reciprocal obligations. 

18 The 33rd day of the Omer, which is the period running from Passover to the 
Feast of Weeks (Shevuot) . While ‘counting the Omer’ observant Jews cannot get 
married or cut their hair— except on this day— a sort of Shrove Tuesday. 
Practices vary, inevitably, between Sephardim and Ashkenazim, and within the 
two communities as well. 

9 is L three times eighteen, the number which in Hebrew letters means 

1 , and wh ^ h >s often used in religious contexts. For example, people may 
make charitable donations in multiples of eighteen. 
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Modern revival movements reproduce this mechanism of ex- 
change and guilt in innumerable contexts. Pentecostal converts may 
find protection in multiple social obligations and frequent church 
attendance, but at a price: conversion involves ‘burning bridges’, or 
‘cutting the fines’ as the Rabbi quoted in Chapter 3 so graphically 
put it, and their newly adopted web of exchanges carries sharp sanc- 
tions. The new convert is heavily dependent on a single set of con- 
nections, having cut finks with pre-existing, more diverse networks. 
Not infrequently, converts cut themselves off not just from old drink- 
ing mates or party circuits, but also from their immediate family. Our 
Shas-related informants in Israel said they discouraged this, but they 
may well have been expressing the desirability of a smooth transition 
while leaving the final destination of separation unchanged. In fact, 
several young men told us that they had broken off marriage com- 
mitments as a result of their t’shuva. As a result of this dependence on 
a new group, the sanction of guilt is very effective indeed in disci- 
plining converts, and the group leadership can impose very great 
sacrifices on its membership in exchange, implicitly, for protection 
and support (Iannacone, 1997; Berman, 2000). These mechanisms 
are managed by an abstract organisational power and a distant lead- 
ership who fulfil the function of inspiring fear normally ascribed to 
the local, accessible deities of popular religion, and construct the 
personality cult which so often surrounds the leaders of revival move- 
ments. This we have seen in the person of Ovadia Yosef, and it is well 
known in the case of Chabad, an unknown number of whose fol- 
lowers believed and still believe that their Rebbe (d. 1994) was and 
is the Messiah 20 (Berger, 2001), while outside Judaism the phe- 
nomenon of personafistic charismatic leadership is pervasive in Pen- 
tecostafism. In very rare extreme cases, which count as cults rather 
than sects or movements, members hand over all their possessions, 
even their fives, to the leadership (Berman, 2003). 


Popular religion in the t’shuva movement 

Shas, and the t’shuva movement in which it is a leading force, ease 
themselves into the interstices of the social fabric with no need for 
a centralised ‘brain’, and have recaptured, or simply retained, the 


20 Recall the dual commemoration of his death noted in Chapter 1. 
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supernatural element of religion. By setting themselves up in local 
synagogues and disused building site caravans, their activists institute 
inter-personal circuits of exchange and advertise the solution of daily 
problems of love, money and family. This interstitial and entrepre- 
neurial aspect dynamises revival movements in competition — and in 
contrast with other religious institutions whose legitimacy derives 
from ancient existence. Unencumbered by doctrinal concerns, mobil- 
isation moves rapidly in response to very local issues such as the lack 
of kindergartens or teenage crime, and in the process deploys, visually 
and orally, all sorts of imaginative baggage in the form of associ- 
ations, allusions and affinities with people who are moved by the 
accent, garb, even the physiognomy of the protagonists, and by their 
antagonisms against the Ashkenazi elite. Activists may not even preach: 
they simply embody a stance by their presence and their manner of 
making themselves present. In this context inherited beliefs about 
evil spirits, as about the dangers which can befall those who violate 
the Sabbath or the rules governing sexual relations, are gathered up 
and proclaimed as self-evident truths validated by the mise en scene. 
The example of Zeev in the previous chapter shows the mechanism 
at work, for the young men he sends into those farming co-oper- 
atives simply get on with restoring the synagogue and bringing it 
back into use, conducting services and studying Torah — -just being 
present, their start-up agenda does not seem to involve any preach- 
ing at all. 21 

Successful conversion campaigns seem to adopt a certain style of 
story-telling, in which the listeners’ standard set of beliefs, about 
health or about history for example, are unsettled. Religious nar- 
rative comes in innumerable styles, formats and genres, from heroic 
myths to esoteric disquisitions, and it would be impossible to specify 
the suspension of disbelief which makes them ‘religious’. One tactic 
which we observe among both Christian and Jewish evangelists is 
the confrontation between religion and science. Preachers see in this 
confrontation a major battlefield, and they deal with it in two ways: 
on the one hand they quote inexplicable recoveries by people whose 
cases have been given up as hopeless by ‘the doctors’, with much 

Revivalist roadshow evangelists in the tradition of Billy Graham do preach, but 
the real work of conversion is done on the ground by local pastors for whom the 
roadshows serve as a type of advertising to attract newcomers. 
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emphasis on how the doctors could not explain the recovery, while 
on the other there is a specifically Jewish claim, with reference to 
modern science, that ‘it is all in the Torah’ or ‘it is all in the Gemara’. 
We saw earlier how an institution has been established to try and 
place such claims on a modern academic footing, and we know that 
evangelicals and fundamentalists want to show that the claims of 
religion can be demonstrated — or at least that the doubts of the anti- 
religious can be rebutted — scientifically. A pamphlet entitled ‘Re- 
plies and one question’, 22 describes, for example, near-death expe- 
riences and the apparition of the dead. 23 It is presented in the format 
of a scientific paper, with footnotes, while its back page advertises 
evangelising radio stations and organisations such as Arachim and 
Amnon Yitzchak s Shofar. The text takes up accounts of near-death 
experiences in which, for example, ‘the dead see a great and strong 
life which is the reality of someone who gives boundless love’, or 
where a person sees their whole life passing in front of them in strict 
chronological order in a few seconds, or where all their friends and 
relatives come to see them. These descriptions are then said to echo 
the words of the Mishnah — ‘when a person detaches himself from 
the world all his actions pass before him’. The pamphlet also goes 
into the question of seances, where the dead return to address the 
living, and which are not explained by science. The cases or stories 
contained in it are characterised, in the manner of popular legends, 
by sudden unexpected twists of fortune, and often, though not always, 
conclude with a person’s return to religion. 

If these pamphlets are in the form of fables, listeners’ beliefs 
can also be shifted by allusions to their own self-image, especially to 
assumptions they may have about their origins. The claim that ‘it is 
all in the Torah’ is related to the character of t’shuva as a return to a 
heritage as well as a life-changing experience: preachers pay much 
attention to linking the ba’al t’shuva back to the stories of the Rabbis 

22 Written and edited by Zamir Cohen and published by the Or VeArachim (Light 
and Values) Institute in Beitar Elit (a newly built town in the Occupied Terri- 
tories with a predominantly haredi population), with the support of the Min- 
istries of Education and of Religious Affairs. 

23 It says that research on people who revive after ‘clinical death’ is mostly on non- 
Jews, and so cannot be applied to Jews, for Jews observe all 613 commandments 
whereas non-Jews only observe seven, and also Jews have access to ‘higher 
spheres’. 
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and the history of his or her people. Such evocation requires only 
the smallest of hints in the recounting to evoke a Jewish heritage: 
even the mere formula ‘there was once. . .’ or ‘it is said. . .’ is enough. 
The discourse is peppered with stories about events and personages 
in a past which, though undefined, is assumed to be a Jewish past: for 
example, a Rabbanit, addressing her class of newly religious women, 
begins her cautionary tales by evoking the Sephardi past with the 
phrase Once, in Baghdad. ... Stories of miraculous cures, often with 
much symptomatic detail, also fit onto this template of Jewish heri- 
tage. The hope must be that feelings of guilt and betrayal will be 
stimulated among those who have drifted away, whether they have 
consciously abandoned observance or whether they are, in the stand- 
ard phrase heard in the tshuva movement, ‘kidnapped babies’, inno- 
cent victims of an irreligious upbringing. 

All these hints, props and inferential allusions in the language and 
even the setting of these story-tellings create an aura, a suspension of 
disbelief, in which people who in different circumstances would 
laugh off the claims of miraculous cures and exorcisms, sit and listen 
dutifully. Of course, they have usually agreed to attend, as in the 
Arachim seminars or a mass meeting at the Yad Eliahu stadium, so 
they come with a predisposition, and the setting is not as a rule im- 
posed upon them, unless they are prison inmates (favourites for the 
propagation of t’shuva). For example, at a meeting organised at the 
Yad Eliahu stadium in Tel Aviv by Arachim in mid-2001 and atten- 
ded by the Or HaChayyim leader Reuven Elbaz among other dig- 
nitaries, attractively packaged bottles of water blessed by Yitzchak 
Kedourie were being sold at $500 each (payable in instalments and 
by credit card). Stories were told of the water’s miraculous qual- 
ities — for example how it helped somebody escape the bailiffs who 
had come to take away their last possessions — while people kissed 
the bottles and held them aloft, and the names of the purchasers were 
announced over the public address system to much applause. 

Tshuva may start out as a project of indoctrination or may be just 
education, but when we take all these events, performances and 
spectacles together with the intensity of involvement, the dedication 
of campaigners, the enthusiasm with which they engage potential 
converts and returnees, we are perhaps most impressed by the diver- 
sity of the instruments used and by the movement’s ability to 
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marshal resources across so many spheres and boundaries, avoiding, 
ignoring or breaking down the frontiers established by institution- 
alised religion. To be sure, religion in Judaism is not hierarchically 
organised as it is in the Catholic or Anglican churches, but it is rich 
in institutions and it is also extremely diverse: the t'shuva movements 
bring together that which institutions separate and separate some of 
that which they bring together, and within the religious world that 
produces major change. 


From giving to gossip 

In the Jewish ultra-Orthodox community giving is of enormous 
importance. In fact, just like Pentecostals have to give 10 per cent to 
their churches, so, haredim are expected to give a tenth of their income 
to charity. But giving is also surrounded by a degree of superstition. 
On several occasions we were told that ‘one does not count’, that 
recording exact numbers as in a Census was something Jews should 
avoid. One reason was that King David once took a census and all 
sorts of disasters followed — and indeed, in two places in the Old 
Testament the story is told, in almost exactly the same words, of how 
God punished Israel as a result of the Census David had taken 
(Chronicles 21:1; Samuel 24:1). 24 Eventually, however, one under- 
lying version was told to us by a Moroccan whom we met in a kollel. 
you should give charity secretly, in case someone sees you giving and 
becomes jealous, asking ‘why not me? , consequently attracting the 
evil eye to the donor. And then he continued, as if by association of 
ideas, to say that ‘not counting also means that one should never settle 
accounts, because it always ends badly: for example, with your wife it 
is best not to try to ‘get to the bottom’ of an issue, or to settle it once 
and for all’. It is better to let things calm down, to leave well alone. 

So charity is not a simple matter of giving — in fact it can be risky. 
This is not unusual, as we can see in a Ghanaian example where 
urban migrants, finding themselves under pressure from their village 
kin to share in their prosperity, join Pentecostal churches apparently 
in order to protect themselves from those pressures (Meyer, 1998). 

24 The major difference between the two accounts is that Chronicles says ‘Satan 
incited David to count the people of Israel and Samuel says the Lord incited 
David against them and gave orders that Israel and Judah should be counted . 
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Their relatives expect them to share their good fortune, for example 
by taking them into their houses while they obtain an education, 
and the ungenerous can expect retribution in the form of curses and 
spells. The upwardly mobile find a way out of the trap by switching 
to another exchange system, namely a Pentecostal church, which is 
perhaps no less demanding, but may offer them a preferable bargain 
in terms of social status and networks, and also enables them to exor- 
cise once and for all the demons to which they are vulnerable. 
Giving to a church also has the advantage that one is giving to an 
abstract entity, an institution, or at least to a pastor as the organiser of 
that entity, in effect funding him for the function he performs, or just 
paying him a wage — rather than giving to a private person in a gest- 
ure which risks arousing jealousy and invites retaliation. 25 

Likewise, among haredi Jews, giving to an institution such as a rota- 
ting credit society, or gemach, which is also seen as a charity, or simply 
putting money in a charity box on the street, may free them from 
importuning by fellow haredim , many of whom are poor because 
they spend so much time learning and because they do not have the 
skills necessary for pursuing a career in the secular world. Wealthy 
people seem quite happy to have their names inscribed on the en- 
trance to a yeshiva or a synagogue, so they do not exacdy want to be 
anonymous, but they may well wish to avoid arousing rivalry among 
individual beneficiaries of their generosity. Also, by donating to insti- 
tutions they gain political influence, for they enhance the status and 
power of the leading figures in those institutions, who in turn will 
pay due deference to their donors. 

Beyond the issue of giving and the jealousy it may arouse, there is 
a more general question of concealment, linked to the obsession with 
the drive to evil (yetzer ha-ra ), and its twin the evil tongue ( lashon 
ha-ra) — in other words with gossip. It is a constant subject of con- 
cern among our interviewees, reflecting life in a community where 
so much depends on keeping up appearances, and where curiosity 
about people s origins — and thus about sexual matters — and about 
their personal habits is pervasive and invasive. This constant exposure 
to criticism and prying eyes helps to explain the extreme uniformity 

23 Unfortunately there is no guarantee that pastors will not mishandle church 
funds, and there are innumerable accounts of financial disputes in Pentecostal 
churches. 


240 


Knitting the Strands of Popular Culture 


of modes of dress and deportment in the haredi world, since con- 
formity is the best way to avoid being ‘picked out’. As mentioned, 
students at the Or Hachayyim yeshiva listen to detailed lists of pro- 
hibited clothes and perfumes and so on; likewise at the womens 
chugim or consciousness-raising classes, run by a Shas-related outreach 
operation, the address given by the Rabbanit who was leading the 
group focused with great detail on, for example, how to keep one’s 
hair covered, how to prepare meals on different occasions and other 
similar details of private life. She also dwelt on the dangers of gossip — 
both to the object of the gossip and also to the gossip-monger, who 
can suffer a curse which brings failure through all her life. 

If the fear of gossip is easy to understand, it is unusual to read or 
hear of the source of that fear — namely, the manipulation of the dark 
side of gossip. An undergraduate thesis from the Hebrew University 
illustrates this with a description of events in the impoverished Jeru- 
salem neighbourhood ofShmuel HaNavi, located on the edge of the 
Boukharim neighbourhood (Berger, 1999). Here we are removed 
from the world of carefully staged seminars and public meetings, and 
taken to one in which the narrative of t’shuva is borne on stories 
with much harsher, more lurid, even threatening imagery and con- 
tent than those we have mentioned. In Berger’s interpretation, this is 
classic gang behaviour repackaged as religious enforcement. A Mod- 
esty Committee, presumably self-appointed, watches over morals. 
Kiosks are forced to stop selling secular and provocative publications. 
A street bench is burnt in case men and women sit on it together. 
Arab students are forced out of the neighbourhood and their house 
set alight. The less observant are subjected to malicious gossip, so 
that if they are unwell they are said to be involved with- witch- 
craft, to have committed immoral acts, or even to have had immoral 
thoughts — and they are pressed to go and see a Rabbi instead of a 
doctor; while autistic children are manipulated to point accusing 
fingers at individuals. 

Berger also refers to publications distributed only to trusted t’shuva 
activists, which present a range of dark images and warnings. Yom 
LeYom (‘From one day to the next’) (October 1999) contains a quo- 
tation from Ovadia Yosef about the impurities which the Land of 
Israel must expel (literally ‘vomit’): ‘If you do not expel the causes of 
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pollution, it may become contagious, like in hospitals where infec- 
tions stick to the walls and the only solution is eventually the total 
destruction of the building . . . Do not listen to the secular radio 
because its message sticks to the walls and then corrupts the souls of 
your children.’ Zeman HaBira (‘Capital Times’) (25 November 1999) 
warns that those who have relations with menstruating women may 
go mad. 

The ultimate solution to the problems of a person plagued by 
gossip may be exorcism: the newspaper Sodot HaNeshama (‘Secrets 
of the soul’) describes the effect of an exorcism performed by Rav 
Batzri— a ‘warm-up’ speaker at Ovadia Yosef’s regular Saturday 
night address at the Persian Synagogue (located near the same Shmuel 
HaNavi neighbourhood). When Batzri diagnoses a dibbuk — a pos- 
sessing demon in a woman, it speaks from the victim’s stomach 
(Geschiere, 1995),~ 6 its voice is recognised as that of a familiar person, 
and it knows all the details of her husbands life. 

If a community does fall under the influence of such moral guard- 
ians, they may indeed acquire invasive powers, because people will 
be fearful of their reprisals and diagnoses, and also because they may 
acquire the authority to distinguish between bursts of madness and 
mental illness and moments of divine inspiration. The account shows 
that the activists, or moral guardians, in the community, have to be 
on their guard with respect to everyone including observant people. 
E xa gg erate d behaviour — as when someone claims to be a Prophet 
or to speak with the voice of God — has to be controlled, especially 
in a neighbourhood like this one where drug abuse is present. 


The nature of religious norms 

Whether the norms of haredi life are more numerous than those in 
any other social space is impossible to say: indeed the question of the 
number of norms can quickly be seen to be meaningless and unan- 
swerable since what appears as one norm can readily be subdivided 
into many others, and vice versa. Are haredi norms more rigorous? 
Even that question has to be unpacked: by more rigorous we must 
surely mean that violations are punished with unusual severity, that 

26 Geschiere describes possessing demons located in peoples stomachs in West 
African folklore. 
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observance seems to be highly uniform, and that changes tend to stif- 
fen rather than soften resistance to outside influences and pressures. 

Among haredim there is a widely reported anxiety about exposure, 
or shame: people go to extraordinary lengths to cover up a source of 
dishonour from fellow haredim and from the secular world. It is said 
that if a child abandons the haredi life for one in secular society, the 
family may possibly never mention the child’s name again, though 
the very nature of such reports makes them unverifiable if the field 
researcher is not to turn into a detective. The co-operation of hare- 
dim with the police in matters such as family violence is apparently 
difficult if not impossible to obtain, and even in medical matters one 
hears that there is a degree of reluctance to consult doctors who do 
not have the trust of a Rabbi. 

This anxiety is related to an underlying feature of the norms of 
haredi behaviour, which is not their number but their uncertainty, 
which in turn is related to the idiosyncratic, personalistic ways in 
which rules are developed: although some big, usually political or 
quasi-political, issues — like the observance of the Jubilee year 27 — 
may go to a Rabbinic Council, most day-to-day issues arising in 
individuals’ daily fives are decided by individual Rabbis, case by case, 
on their own. Uncertainty arises because both precedents and the 
Rabbinic texts are innumerable and therefore open to innumerable 
interpretations. Also, there are all sorts of Rabbis, recognised by dif- 
ferent communities and differing in their status. So, in practice, norms 
evolve under pressure, often ‘from below’ towards creating and 
thickening boundaries, as a result of the fear of gossip and dishonour, 
and of Rabbinic disapproval. So the loop is looped: in addition the 
power of that disapproval arises partly because certain Rabbis, as 
beneficiaries of charitable giving, and as intermediaries in the distri- 
bution of state resources to yeshivas, to yeshiva students and to adult 
kollel learners, are in a position of power. 

27 In 2001 a change was imposed by certain Rabbis on the Israeli Chief Rabbinate 
to casuistic arrangements which had enabled Jewish farmers to remain within 
the halakhic rules while still cultivating in the Jubilee (seventh) year dur- 
ing which, according to Leviticus 25:2—7, the land should be left fallow. The 
practical implication is that food grown on such land, or at least sales from that 
food, is not kosher and will not be so certified by the Rabbinic authorities in 
Israel. 
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Memorability: converts learn fast 

Religious dress has the qualities of a uniform, yet it is readily recog- 
nisable as religious: finding people who might mistake the uniform 
of even the Salvation Army for, say, a military uniform would be hard. 
Religious dress also has qualities that largely transcend the bound- 
aries of the great religious traditions: its modesty, and its asexuality, 
especially when applied to women: traditional nuns’ habits cover their 
entire bodies save the face and hands; ultra-Orthodox Jewish women, 
who are not religious professionals or even ‘virtuosi’, dress and carry 
themselves in such a way as to downplay their sexuality. Male offi- 
ciants and professionals — priests, men in holy orders, choir boys, in 
Anglican and Catholic churches — dress in non-male attire. In this 
way they exhibit their non-availability for sexual relations, and also 
advertise the cost they are paying for membership in an elite — in the 
case of the clergy — or in a very tightly knit and mutually supportive 
community — in the case of the haredim (Iannacone, 1997). 

A uniform also provides an opportunity for controlled variation: 
it is based on an archetype designed out of a limited number of 
elements, so that slight variations stand out. This is obvious among 
the police, the military and other armed corporations, where slight 
variations denote rank. Parish priests are distinguished from Bishops 
by the different colour of their shirts; choristers at Ely Cathedral in 
England all wear cassocks, but seniors and juniors wear different 
colours and their cassocks have a slightly different design. 

Among ultra-Orthodox Jews the basic uniform — the core arche- 
type — for men is a black suit, a white shirt and a tall hat, a white 
tassel or fringe and of course a beard for married men. The various 
sects and sectors of the ultra-Orthodox are distinguished by vari- 
ations in beard, type of suit, and hat, by how they exhibit the white 
tassel ( tzitzit ), and a few other details. 28 The point is that the uniform 
is made up of a more or less set number of ‘variables’: thus some wear 
their tassels outside their jackets, while others do not; some wear 
long, curled sidelocks, others do not; hats range from the ‘Lithuanian’ 
perpendicular homburg to a tall imitation of the Shakers (worn by 
Chabad) and the Borsafino worn by Shasniks. 

28 On the Sabbath the regalia worn by men of different Chassidic sects is more rad- 
ically distinguished, since in some cases they do not wear suits at all, but tunics 
and fur-rimmed hats. 
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Over time we can observe how the range of variation is incre- 
mentally extended: one hears stories of an extreme and secretive sect 
in the Old City of Jerusalem who wear blue tassels, and one observes 
the ‘hippy’ branch of Chassidism, the ‘Bratslav’ followers, who have 
almost abandoned the archetype, with their large white crocheted 
skullcaps. The most ideologically driven West Bank settlers 29 increas- 
ingly appear as outlier variations on the theme: the men among them 
almost invariably sport beards, and exhibit their white tassels with 
ever less discretion over self-consciously ragged dress, while the women 
have come to cover themselves more and more completely in long 
sleeves and long skirts, even when carrying rifles on their shoulders. 
They also have adopted the haredi pursuit of very high fertility. 

Modifications in the ultra-Orthodox archetype introduced by 
Sephardi haredim in Israel and by their t } shuva movement are minor, 
but sufficient to mark its wearers out as unmistakably Sephardi to the 
local population. Their innovation lies partly in the mere fact of 
being Sephardi haredim , and visibly so, a category unknown before 
the 1980s outside the yeshivas: an oxymoron, so to speak, or at least 
an ill-assorted pairing. 

Sephardi identity (independently of a carrier’s religious life) is dis- 
played in Israel by, for example, individuals’ accents, by their sur- 
names, perhaps by their use of Arabic slang and doubtless by physical 
appearance. Sephardi liturgical customs are also distinctive in many 
ways, but are not visible on the street. Together, these elements make 
an archetype, though they do not build a thick or multi-layered 
frontier: setting aside their subordination to the Ashkenazi haredim 
and the effects of their undoubted economic disadvantage vis-a-vis 
other Jews, Sephardim five everywhere, occupy all sorts of positions, 
and encounter no barrier (in the secular world) to marriage with 
non-Sephardim. But Shas has begun to tweak the archetype, as a 
nascent ultra-Orthodox ethnic and religious revival movement, and 
in accordance with the pattern of incremental modification descri- 
bed above, has retained the haredi stereotype with small but crucial 
modifications: the black suit has become very dark navy blue with 
wide lapels Armani-style, the hat has become a Borsalino, the beard 

29 The vast majority of inhabitants of the West Bank settlements are motivated by 
cheap housing and other subsidies more than by ideology. 
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is groomed and the women wear hair nets instead of wigs. That, 
though, is enough to make the combination recognisable in public 
spaces. 

For Sephardim and Ashkenazim the religious texts — the Torah, 
the Talmud and its many offshoots, the prayers — are word for word 
the same. In ritual Sephardi-Ashkenazi differences concern the pray- 
ers themselves hardly at all, but, for example, sequencing, repetition . 
and details about the date or time of certain observances. 30 To some 
these may be details, but Israelis, and observant Jews in particular, are 
usually acutely aware of them. Because each sect has small deviations 
from a ‘core’ model or archetype, the deviations become easier to 
remember, especially since they only exist within quite limited sphe- 
res. One s clothing and beard have to conform to a particular com- 
munity or sect they cannot be chosen freely. Once a person is in 
one or another community, he or she will very quickly sense what is 
proper and what is different. Deviations across community lines within 
the ultra-Orthodox world are not regarded as offences against divine 
law, for which one pays in the world to come, but they do induce the 
more immediate sanctions of unspoken disapproval, embarrassment 
and shame. A novice, once his or her bridges are burnt, will be eager 
to please now that the retreat is cut off, and will have powerful incen- 
tives to learn. 

Boyer provides amusing examples of potentially religious beliefs 
which we intuitively know would never catch on: ‘We worship this 
woman because she gave birth to thirty-seven children... We pray 
to this statue because it is the largest artefact ever made...’ (Boyer, 
2001. 93). These counter-examples in turn lead us to understand 
that beliefs which successfully claim to be counted as religious have 
certain common features. Boyer and, with slightly different reason- 
ing and evidence, Atran develop a complex cognitive argument 
about ‘violated ontologies’. These are described by Atran (2003b: 
101 ff.) as the way in which memorability is enhanced by counterin- 
tuitive elements in an otherwise straightforward narrative. A ‘belief 
set that is mostly intuitive combined with a few counterintuitive 

30 This refers to the prayers of repentance said daily before the New Year (Rosh 
Hashanah), which Sephardim say at midnight and Ashkenazim in the early 
morning, or the celebration of Lag Be’Omer, which varies somewhat. 


246 


Knitting the Strands of Popular Culture 


elements’ ( ibid 106) has better chances of survival than one which 
is counterintuitive throughout. In a similar line of reasoning, the 
taboos which permeate haredi (or for that matter Pentecostal) life 
and which ba’alei t’shuva (or converts) adopt with little intellectual 
effort, also seem to have a memorability feature which allows indi- 
viduals of little or no Talmudic knowledge and no religious upbring- 
ing to assimilate them very quickly 

Newly religious people seem to adopt the way of life without 
learning formally or didactically a long list of prohibitions and obli- 
gations: in a short time they have assimilated dietary laws, dress codes, 
prayer routines, Sabbath laws, the subtle differences between festival 
observances and of course the music and the responses to the most 
frequently repeated elements of the liturgy. Like innumerable illite- 
rate converts to Pentecostalism (who will rapidly memorise the hymns 
and sing them with gusto), people who have set out on the road to 
t’shuva learn with remarkable speed practices which would seem 
mind-numbingly complicated if listed ‘cold’ on a page and pre- 
sented, for example, to a group of uncommitted secular individuals. 
Learning to read and understand Rabbinic Hebrew, let alone Ara- 
maic, takes longer, even for speakers of Modern Hebrew who can 
find the Talmudic and liturgical versions unfamiliar if they are not 
part of their upbringing, but the t’shuva movement is less concerned 
with such erudition than with the accomplishment of a strictly 
observant lifestyle. 

In Israel, admittedly, haredim are an established part of the social 
landscape, so joining them is not a leap into the unknown on the 
part of secularised people, but still one may wonder at the adoption 
of a package of mostly unscripted practices and routines: we have 
observed among Chabad recruits in London, not only the rapid 
adoption of prayer timetables and modes of dress, but also of a cer- 
tain gait, of turns of phrase, of diet ruled not just by dietary laws but 
also by a highly standardised menu, for example, of roast chicken on 
the Sabbath eve, and by the adoption of a hundred other little hum- 
drum rituals, such as kissing a mezuzah on entry to a room, washing 
hands with a blessing before taking any food, and saying a blessing 
before eating any food or drinking any drink. Linguistic nuances and 
‘niches’ which may appear fiendishly complicated to the secular 
outsider, such as the different Hebrew pronunciation used for prayer 
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as opposed to daily speech and the mixing of Yiddish expressions 
with the vernacular, seem to be adopted with ease. 


Cascading demarcations and the increasingly central role 
of the t’shuva movement in the haredi world 

The movement of Sephardi renewal is an epidemic proliferation of 
points of demarcation: the institutional manifestations of the process 
are there in the development of a party and its innumerable religious 
and educational offshoots, but that does not account adequately for 
the rapid evolution of a diffuse combination of ethnic and religious 
renewal into a sub-culture featuring, among other things, Rabbinical 
control of personal habits, the standardisation of modes of dress, the 
synchronisation of people s daily, weekly and annual chronologies 
and a constant inflow of new recruits. These habits could not have 
been imposed through a centralised strategy of political propaganda 
and mobilisation, if only because the leadership were inexperienced 
in modern forms of political mobilisation and in the ways of bureau- 
cracy. With only a few symbolic starting hints — ten minutes of elec- 
toral air time in their first campaign showing a Rabbi performing 
the simple family ceremony ushering in the Sabbath— the system 
installed itself as if ready-made. Evidently they ‘touched a nerve’, but 
that is too vague as an explanation. 

An alternative way of thinking about this proliferation of demar- 
cations and prohibitions— some directed by Rabbis, but many 
arising ‘from below’, from the anxieties of potential non-compli- 
ance or non-conformity— might be in terms of a lateral channelling 
of the contagion behaviour characteristic of ritual systems. This 
would not apply only to this case but also to the combination of 
rituals both delineating ethnic demarcations and taboos of clean- 
liness, which of course are also found in many other cultures. Boyer 
(2001: 136-7) quotes various sources about how the slightly com- 
pulsive character of pollution avoidance rituals can have evolved: 
once a relationship was noticed, but not of course understood, for 
example once a connection was noticed between contact with corp- 
ses and illness, practices to avoid such contact were elaborated in an 
extremely prudential, risk-averse fashion, accentuated by ignorance 
of the causal mechanism involved. This contagion system is in turn 
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linked to obsessive-compulsive disorder, which ‘the discoveries of 
neuro-imagery and physiology suggest... may amount to a small 
tweaking of a normal function’ (ibid.: 274). [S]ome elements of 
rituals trigger activation of those particular mental systems that work 
on overdrive, as it were, in obsessive disorders. . .’ (ibid.: 275). Rituals 
activate the contagion system, and this makes them ‘highly salient 
cognitive gadgets’ (ibid.: 276). The argument is not that rituals and 
taboos are functional, because obviously they can become highly 
dysfunctional, as when they prevent a woman from going to the 
doctor because she is shy about her body; rather the argument is that 
ancestral functionality, as explained above, has given rise to self-per- 
petuating patterns of behaviour. 

We observe in fundamentalist forms of religion how this conta- 
gion system goes somehow out of control and the overdrive becomes 
a collective phenomenon. Ultra-Orthodox Judaism has several dif- 
ferent sorts of frontier : that which divides Jews from non-Jews; those 
which divide the ultra-Orthodox from secularised Jews as well as 
from the less stringent modern Orthodox; and those which divide 
the various ultra-Orthodox communities and sects from one another. 
Why this proliferation of dividing lines has arisen, and whether it 
makes Judaism ‘different’, are matters for another discussion, but new- 
comers, fearful of disapproval, are liable to multiply sources of pol- 
lution and to make conservative rather then generous interpretations 
of prohibitions. To this must be added the particular system of autho- 
rity of ultra-Orthodox Jews in which the personal judgment of indi- 
vidual Rabbis is unpredictable, engendering pre-emptively conservative 
behaviour among their followers. 

A more conventionally sociological interpretation for cascading 
demarcations, arising from the power relations in which the newly 
observant become entangled, is not hard to adduce: if they are to 
join fully then they must give up old jobs, old ties and eventually old 
family: we have mentioned the opposition of Shas spokesmen to 
breaking up families, but the dynamic of commitment leads indi- 
viduals to develop a new quasi-family, and also, probably, to acquire a 
spouse who will meet with the approval of the religious authority 
such as the head of a kollel or the tutor at a yeshiva — an approval more 
important than that of parents who have been ‘left behind’. Having 
cut their pre-existing ties of employment, family and friendship, 
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eventually burning their bridges, they are highly dependent on the 
new source of authority, so the motivation to abide by rules and the 
anxiety associated with non-compliance must be very strong. When 
a prestigious figure like Ovadia Yosef or Reuven Elbaz appears at a 
synagogue or yeshiva, the young men surge forward to kiss his hand in 
an elaborate gesture of respect and obedience. Proliferating gestures of 
blessing — for example every time one takes food or drink — and 
kissing are expressions of the same anxiety: they mark a moment, even 
a split second, of hesitation and precaution before the next act, as if 
guaranteeing that it will not be polluted or infringe any unknown 
norm. For the norms can and do proliferate, so one must worry not 
only about those one knows but also about those one does not know. 

Thus in this secular society the injection of new blood into relig- 
ious sects may be an important element in their preservation in ways 
that are not immediately obvious. Whereas secular observers assume 
that the preservation of ultra-Orthodoxy and fundamentalist relig- 
ion is the work of introspective and backward-looking tradition- 
alists, it is possible that the new entrants are not only important in a 
quantitative sense for the skills they bring into the community, and 
in a demographic sense for the additional numbers who add to those 
existing and replace those who leave, but also because, on account of 
the mechanisms explained here, new entrants may be as important a 
force in the continuous drive to ever more stringent observance as 
are the traditionalist Rabbis. 

Among Pentecostals, for whom proselytising is almost a raison 
d’etre and who are all converts, to a greater or lesser degree, this is not 
surprising. But in ultra-Orthodox Judaism it is more so, yet t’shuva is 
already the raison d’etre of one highly influential and large interna- 
tional sect — Chabad — and of a major Israeli movement — Shas. Fur- 
thermore, other sectors of the hare di world, which have tended in the 
past to view the t’shuva movement with some disdain or even 
distrust — especially on account of the prominence of Chabad with 
its highly controversial views and methods — are gradually shifting 
their attitude. Indeed, our interviews have shown that beyond the 
‘specialised’ t’shuva movements, among Chassidic sects and the Lith- 
uanians the ba’al t’shuva is now a readily recognised figure, so that 
they speak for example of special Torah classes for returnees, and 
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express less disdain for them than they might have done in the past. 
So Vshuva has gradually acquired institutional recognition, and thus 
we observe the reshaping of religion in Judaism as in the other great 
traditions. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

FRAGMENTATION AND COALESCENCE: ENCLAVES 
AND THEIR BOUNDARIES 

Neither of us imagined, when we set out on the project of studying 
Shas, that it would prove so rich in itself, as a prism through which to 
study Israel, and as a springboard for deepening our understanding 
of social movements. We thought this would be a case study of 
religious revival and of the counterintuitive use of religious rituals, 
markers and traditions. The initial puzzle was simply ‘why do these 
Sephardim adopt Lithuanian habits and practices?’ 

In exploring the issue, we came to realise that the link between 
ethnic markers and their content is not what might be assumed in 
everyday life. Shasniks seemed utterly indifferent to what appeared, 
in their dress, as a fragmentation or dispersal of the packaged markers 
of Lithuanian identity and a denial of the markers of Sephardi identity. 
The wearing of a formal hat or a dark suit in Eastern European 
haredi style did not mean they had ‘become’ anything different from 
what they or their North Africans or Middle Eastern forebears had 
been, and in no way contradicted the Shas motto of ‘recovering the 
glory of old’. If markers can be changed without necessarily a change 
in substance, then ancient boundaries and conflicts too can be inven- 
ted overnight as much as they can be forgotten, depending on polit- 
ical conditions — on pressures and power relations. We see this in the 
imperceptible shaping of a Sephardi identity in Israel encompassing 
and admitted by people whose background lies in far-flung and his- 
torically disconnected places from Morocco to Afghanistan, which 
in the past shared neither language nor musical traditions (in contrast 
to the Ashkenazim of Western and Eastern Europe). The intuitive 
reaction of a Western reader is ‘why not the Yemenis too? Are they 
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not also from the Middle East?’, to which the answer is why should 
one have expected any particular group to adopt the Sephardi 
identity?’ Because they are black? Because they are poor? These are 
labels, even stigmata, external impositions which may be quite 
irrelevant to the motivations involved. 

Identity, for obvious reasons, looms large in Israeli cultural life, in 
politics, in religious institutions and in the street. But the loyalties 
and affiliations, as elsewhere, are shaped by innumerable factors other 
than a person’s ancestral line. To start with, intermarriage is rife across 
ethnic lines, and education and employment drive deep spatial and 
occupational wedges between people of otherwise similar back- 
grounds. There is also some active recruitment, notably by the t’shuva 
movement, which brings people into one of the quasi-ethnic haredi 
communities. Israelis thought they had a melting pot, but today the 
word among the educated who use such language is that they don t. 
In fact, from a sociological point of view, there is much in Israel, 
especially intermarriage, which resembles a melting pot. But the rise 
of Shas forces us to ask questions about the production of ethnicity 
which go well beyond intermarriage. 

The enclave system is an indispensable political aspect of the pro- 
duction of ethnicity. The system, and underlying it the proportional 
representation system, rewards those who nurse their clientele care- 
fully: even a few seats in the Knesset can provide significant clout in 
coalition and budgetary negotiations. So political leaders have every 
incentive to consolidate a following, to delineate it from others, and 
to construct material and symbolic walls around it. These include, 
for example, special allocations for large families, special schools for 
Shas, exemptions and credits for settlers, subsidised credits for build- 
ing and house purchase for haredi communities, and so on. Political 
competition in this system may encourage an accentuation of dif- 
ferences and points of tension, even if, however acute and shrill, they 
sometimes prove short-lived. Yet at the same time the frontiers may 
criss-cross, and may vary in their thickness, and individuals can hold 
apparently inconsistent loyalties, as well as change their sentiments of 
identification and hostility. To say that frontiers may be both con- 
flictive and fluid does not invalidate our thesis about enclaves. The 
enclaves are rooted in politics and institutional design: they become 
self-perpetuating because they generate interest groups and mobili- 
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sation. Since there are incentives to create new enclaves, the pattern 
is in constant flux. 

The concept as we use it is quite different from that of Sivan, who 
applies it to a particular sort of fundamentalist movement or sect 
(Sivan, 1995), and from others’ usage of this and similar terms in the 
Israeli context. We wanted to detach the idea of an enclave from the 
assumption that loyalties are permanently ascribed, inscribed and 
entrenched, and also from similar assumptions of permanence and 
indelibility of ethnic markers. In Shas we see how, through mobili- 
sation from below and hard political bargaining at the top, an enclave 
was fashioned. It is very important to repeat that, in emphasising the 
changeability of these markers, we are not trying to denigrate, be- 
little or dilute the resulting loyalties and affiliations. Every collective 
identity can be shown to draw, in its self-justifying rhetoric and nar- 
rative, on flawed, distorted and even utterly Active historiography. 
But that does not mean, and must not be taken to mean, that it is ille- 
gitimate. On the other hand it might lead one to ask why those claim- 
ing rights as impersonal members of an interest group or a market- 
based interest, like ‘workers’ or members of a professional group, are 
any less entitled to a hearing or to certain rights than those who 
choose to base claims in the nomenclature of religion, ancestry or 
cultural distinctiveness. 

The element of flux is possible because identifications and oppo- 
sitions are distributed through different fields: religious, linguistic, 
ethnic, political and social class (Barth, 1969). Only in the case of the 
exclusion of the Arab population are several fields superimposed. 
The multiplicity of fields obliges us to be careful when making state- 
ments about the depth or sharpness of social divisions among Israel’s 
Jewish population because while common usage among them may 
make exclusions appear extremely sharp, there are also fluidities that 
cannot be overlooked: we have seen how the settler movement has 
borrowed habits and dress from the ultra-Orthodox repertoire, thus 
bridging a very deep-rooted chasm between the conquest of the 
land, historically associated with the secularism of the kibbutz, and 
strict religious observance. The spectacle of Rabbis in black suits and 
white shirts with their flowing beards calling for civil disobedience, 
and occasionally more, has become a standard feature of the setder 
movement’s more militant factions, as are prayers and psalms and 
religious songs at their demonstrations. 
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We have described in detail the bridging of another gap, as Shas 
leaders and activists knitted together a social movement across the 
religious-secular divide, bringing traditionally minded and secu- 
larised Sephardim into their institutions and their electoral consti- 
tuency. Sometimes conflicts are ephemeral: we observe the periodic 
appearance and disappearance of conflicts over religious observance, 
of conflicts and disputes involving Yemenis, or Russians, or whoever, 
and we see that whatever the rhetoric, total rupture is avoided, as 
illustrated by the Likud-Labour coalition briefly reinvented in 2005. 
There is no government coalition that does not include represen- 
tatives of groups who disagree ideologically and even pursue mutu- 
ally exclusive lifestyles. 1 Boundaries can be managed, and the hurly- 
burly of politics can thicken them or, in contrast, dilute them. 

These remarks should serve as a warning that when we write of 
one or another cleavage or division and especially the sharpness of 
the language used to describe them, readers should constantly keep 
in mind the multiplicity of fronts and fields which define the points 
of friction, sometimes confrontation, among Israeli Jews. An issue 
which today appears overwhelming and determinate may tomorrow 
seem like a distant memory. The enclave system should therefore be 
understood analytically as a battery of boundary-creating and pre- 
serving mechanisms, but not as a fixed constellation of individuals, 
lineages or organisations whose relationships are unchanging over 
the long term. 

The discussion of enclaves obviously raises the question of what 
makes Israeli democracy produce the outcomes it does. And here we 
found that its undoubted exclusionary features, notably vis-a-vis the 
Arab population, have another face, because the enclave system does 
offer a way for new groups to ‘elbow’ their way in. Whether, as we 
repeatedly ask, Shas s success in thus raising the profile of a certain 
idea of being Sephardi and carrying ‘Sephardiness’, has been or will 
be translated into an improvement of measurable well-being for those 
on whose behalf the movement claims to speak, is another matter. 

Shas is also a social movement. Although some — mostly hostile — 
Israelis dismiss it as little more than a vehicle for the political and 

1 The criss-crossing of affiliations and loyalties and style and substance is illustrated 
by the tactic of the Russian party — Yisrael Ba’Aliya — which sent two Orthodox 
and two traditionalists out of its seven members to the Knesset in 1996, even 
though it represented a highly secularised constituency (Elazar, 1998). 
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economic ambitions of its leadership, we think the evidence is that it 
has many of the attributes needed to qualify as a movement, as do 
the West Bank and Gaza settlers, but not any of the established poli- 
tical parties. In being a movement it draws on Israeli Jewish habits 
not just of mobilisation, but also of turning mobilisation into insti- 
tutions. Shas qualifies as a movement because of, among other fea- 
tures, its ability to knit together different publics, people of varying 
family and religious background, and to fit them into a number of 
institutional niches — educational, recreational, ritual and religious. It 
could, perhaps should, have gone further, and engaged with a wider 
variety of opinion-forming elites, if it was to make quite as much of 
a revolution as the leaders have sometimes proclaimed. It is clear 
from our account that the force of the movement owed much to the 
Vshuva element: this tempered the potential divisiveness of the purely’ 
ethnic discourse, which has had little legitimacy among Israeli Jews. 
The Vshuva element also afforded Shas the institutional mechanisms of 
building a cadre of activists in yeshivas, which would not have been 
provided by a mobilisation based only on party affiliation. The word 
Vshuva had resonance even among the mildly religious because it is 
the keynote of New Year and Day of Atonement services — the two 
days when even the minimally observant attend synagogue. Return 
to observance — or to a Jewish way of life — has also become a global 
phenomenon, transcending ancestral, cultural, ethnic and national 
frontiers. As we explain, Shas did not start out with precisely this 
dual ethnic-religious agenda, but the pioneers quickly realised its 
potential. From then on the formula spread epidemiologically, mak- 
ing finks, connections and affinities in a variety of institutional, terri- 
torial, ethnic and religious contexts. 

Our analysis did not only fink macro and micro — or institutional 
politics and social mobilisation. It also encompassed the imaginary, 
the mediatic and the symbolic dimensions of religion, and showed 
how, through unenunciated and allusive markers, these contribute to 
the political and religious movements, occasionally by mechanisms 
which may offend the mainstream liberal sensibility. A range of radio 
stations and other media come to fuel the machine of Vshuva, not 
because of a centrally agreed strategy, but by competition and imi- 
tation. Habits of language, of radio listening, of deference to leaders 
whose names are endlessly and admiringly repeated, begin to spread. 
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Stories of miracle cures and exemplary punishments become fixed 
in the mind. These media are not indoctrination, but they are habit- 
forming, and the campaigns benefit from the memorability of such 
stories. The media may also knit real sociability by encouraging lis- 
teners to support certain schools or to attend meetings, or by making 
cassettes available at dedicated outlets. 

The penetration of Shas in society and its strategy of building a 
public profile is also undertaken through occupation of public space: 
the political management of housing projects and the energetic 
building of synagogues and ritual baths. If those efforts are of a sym- 
bolic kind in their reference to Shas, indoctrination may be more 
overt in the movements schools and kindergartens. This is where 
the movement hopes to educate future generations of leaders, and it 
is certainly privileged to have such a well endowed, state-funded, 
instrument at its disposal for the purpose. Yet the indoctrination and 
recruitment may not work in the way the leadership hopes. The 
pupils have other opportunities, and the best may be ‘poached’ by 
Ashkenazi institutions. It is impossible to predict what will be the 
socio-political fruits of Shas ’s educational venture. In addition, it is in 
these educational and consciousness-raising institutions that patron- 
clientelism may find its main expression. This is the feature most 
noticed by secularist Israelis, and although we hope to have shown 
that it is not the ‘whole story’, Shas would clearly not have grown as 
it did without access to substantial resources and without distribut- 
ing them in the discretionary and lumpy fashion characteristic of 
systems of patronage. This factor may in the end rebound: it may 
undermine trust and act as an obstacle to the movement’s graduation 
from social movement to a full institutional partner in Israel’s educa- 
tional and welfare system. 

Our analyses have also had a persistent underlying comparative 
theme. Much of this chapter explores these comparisons further; 
one summary of our discussion is that if Shas differs substantially 
from the evangelical and Pentecostal churches to which we have fre- 
quently compared it, it is more likely to be because of the influence 
of the Israeli political setting than because of differences between 
religious traditions in the broad sense. Indeed, we hope to have 
shown that differences within traditions are no less important, socio- 
logically, than differences between them, and that contemporary con- 
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version-based movements are a phenomenon whose common char- 
acteristics straddle conventionally defined religious divisions. 


SHAS AND POLITICS: A TROUBLESOME GUEST 

The rise of Shas has been accompanied by a redrawing of the secular- 
religious divide in Israel. The other religious parties, originating in 
Agudat Yisrael, which had monopolised the voice of ultra-Ortho- 
doxy in politics until the arrival of Shas, were an inward-looking 
minority, concerned with the preservation of their own way of life, 
whose worldview did not accommodate the idea of a Jewish state 
governed on democratic and secular principles. They adapted, to be 
sure, and at least from 1977 they played the political game, but they 
kept away from the major polemics and devoted themselves to ensur- 
ing a flow of funds to their institutions and to protecting their core 
of institutional prerogatives — control of the nationality qualification, 
of marriage among Jews and of Sabbath observance in the public 
space. Even their decisions about political manoeuvring in the public 
sphere derived from internal disputes and alliances within the haredi 
world: there was no reaching out, politically or even religiously. Reli- 
gious outreach was the affair of Chabad, and when Chabad became 
too influential Rav Schach instigated a split in Agudat Yisrael. 

But Shas took a very different approach. For one thing, the party, 
or at least Ovadia Yosef, does not take a doctrinaire view of the state 
of Israel. Yosef s non-Zionism is definitely not anti-Zionism. It re- 
sides in detaching the legitimacy of the state from the legitimacy of 
Zionism’ (Fischer, 2004b). The state is not some sort of culmination 
or destiny of the Jewish people, but neither does it represent a vio- 
lation of the Torah or an illegitimate foreshadowing of a messianic 
future, or — as messianic nationalists would have it — a concrete task 
for those who would bring forward the coming of the Messiah. It is 
simply a legitimate Jewish institution by whose laws its citizens should 
live, and also without doubt a great moment in the history of the 
Jewish people (Chen and Pepper, 2004). This leads to Fischer’s con- 
clusion that Shas can contribute ‘to the basic tenor and pattern of 
Israeli society by a lessening of ideological charge and mobilisation.’ 

On the whole, though, Shas leaders avoid these issues. Surprised 
by their initial success in 1983 among lower-class Sephardim in 
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Jerusalem, its leaders dared to proclaim religion and ethnicity in the 
political-ideological sphere. This placed political and intellectual 
elites on the defensive, denouncing the gulf separating the Jewish 
identity of the state with the populations irreligious way of life and 
embarrassing them by giving voice to subterranean, but omnipre- 
sent, racial divisions. As Deri said to us, at a certain point he and his 
colleagues came to understand the rules of the game and threw them- 
selves into the political process. This brought them much success but 
also contributed to his personal downfall. Maybe he did not realise 
how serious his offences were, or how seriously the courts would 
take them. Maybe he failed to understand that newcomers should 
‘know their place’. Maybe he thought he was the eternal golden boy 
who could get away with anything, even with his habit of rebelling 
against the father, first against Rav Schach, later against the Labour 
Party establishment which had taken him into their bosom. He has 
yet to rebel openly against Ovadia Yosef, but clearly their paths have 
diverged. 

No wonder the political establishment found Shas a troubling 
guest at their feast: on religion and on race, they broke taboos or at 
least raised issues of exclusion and ethnic bias in a new way. But their 
success at the grassroots made them a danger as well as a potentially 
useful ally. Deri’s vociferous recourse to the court of public opinion 
while the Supreme Court was considering his numerous appeals, 
especially during the 1999 election campaign, may well have made 
politicians wary of the party even after his imprisonment. Barak and 
Sharon needed Shas, but Sharon was quick to replace Shas with its 
diametrical opposite — the heavily Ashkenazi and fiercely znti-haredi 
Shinui — when the opportunity arose after the 2003 elections. Later, 
when the withdraw^ from Gaza split his party in 2004 and 2005, 
Sharon was not prepared to pay for the participation of Shas with 
concessions in welfare expenditure: if Sharon and his Finance 
Minister Netanyahu had offered enough carrots, surely Shas would 
have supported the withdrawal. Deri had gone too far, by both 
exploiting the ‘rules of the game’ and at the same time, in adopting 
his shrill rhetoric, denouncing them. Despite these fluctuating 
political fortunes, though, Shas has institutionalised the seeds of an 
Israeli Judaism. Deri and Ovadia Yosef had the foresight to create 
institutions and enshrine them in law, thus ensuring their continuing 
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survival, so the t’shuva movement and the related Sephardi awaken- 
ing continues, underpinned by the Shas school network and the 
party’s strong presence in local government. They have already created 
their own enclave, and, by tingeing the secular-religious divide with 
the theme of ethnicity, have created, or brought to the surface, a sharp 
guilt-ridden boundary, as well as contributing to the widespread 
Israeli opinion that the once-standard melting-pot metaphor cannot 
be applied to their society’s diversity. 


GLOBALISATION 

Beyond Israel and Judaism, the case of Shas can also be seen in the 
context of a global style of cultural politics, for many of our themes 
can be found to underlie the most diverse movements, from Mexi- 
co’s Zapatistas and Bolivia’s coca producers to far right parties in 
Western Europe and patriotic reaffirmation in Russia, all of which 
can be called ‘ethnic’ in one sense or another: they are described as 
movements of ethnic renewal, even ‘ethnorenaissance’, and, whether 
their language is identified with the ‘right’ or with the ‘left’, they 
invoke a hostility to globalisation. 

In the 1996 Israeli elections something similar seemed to manifest 
itself: a substantial number of the Jewish electorate had somehow 
expressed their suspicion not just of the peace process as conducted 
by Shimon Peres and other, younger, left-secular figures, but also of 
what they saw as an emerging agenda of an ‘Israel linked to the 
global village while rejecting the Jewish foundations of the State’ 
(Elazar, 1998). The margin of Netanyahu over Peres in that election 
had been less than 1 per cent, but in the Jewish vote his margin was 
very wide — 1 1 per cent — and the size of the margin could be said to 
represent a melange of largely ill-articulated fears aroused by the 
pressures on Israel not only from the Arab world but also from the 
liberal West. Both parts of this observation can be connected to the 
Shas phenomenon. 

Shas expresses its distrust of that ‘global village’ in its strong dis- 
taste for, even fear of, the perceived corrosive effects of globalisation 
on cultural heritage and family structures: television is regarded as a 
source of much evil and drugs are a perpetual cancer. As we have 
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seen, one of Shas’s earliest and most enduring appeals was to parents 
who, as first generation immigrants from North Africa, were utterly 
disconcerted by what they saw as the waywardness and disobedience 
of their children, which they blamed on the media and the tolerance 
of liberal elites. 

In addition, Shas may also reflect — though it does not precisely 
express — the disintegrative effects of globalised markets on employ- 
ment opportunities, on job security and on social welfare nets (Peled, 
1998). After 1967 Israel experienced a spurt of economic growth 
and later, after 1977, a gradual opening to the world economy. Dur- 
ing the 1990s this trend became an explosion, with the penetration 
of globalised mass media, the emergence of a ‘yuppy* culture, of a 
successful hi-tech industry and a world class knowledge elite. At the 
same time, social forces changed fundamentally: the once all-power- 
ful Histadrut, or Trade Union Congress, lost its industrial empire to 
privatisation, the kibbutz ethos lost its influence, and the kibbutzim 
themselves became much more like private concerns. Social welfare 
entitlements have been subject to steady erosion ever since the 
Netanyahu government of 1996—9, and the collapse of the dot-com 
boom and the second intifada led to deep recession, pushing unem- 
ployment over the 10 per cent mark. 


SOCIALISATION AND CONVERSION 


Family 

Curiously, sociologists of religion in general seem to have little grasp 
of what is surely self-evident: that in all known societies, however 
modern, religion has been inculcated in children by their parents 
and their extended kin, and that this fact must have a strong influ- 
ence on the way in which, once they have grown into adulthood, 
they come to think of their own religion and that of others. Of course 
the family is not the only agent of religious socialisation and family 
structures vary enormously, but it is regrettable that the moulding of 
religious behaviour by family relationships has not had its place in 
general theories of religious sociology. It is in the course of child- 
hood that individuals learn, as intimate reflexes, the ‘second nature’ 
rhythms of the day and the week: church, mosque and synagogue 
attendance, the music of religion, the small domestic rituals, the 
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incantations uttered in sometimes incomprehensible but rote-learnt 
formulae in an archaic version of their own language or in a com- 
pletely foreign tongue, before meals, on going to sleep, on learning 
good news or bad. Even more intimate details are assimilated: Jews 
and Muslims learn about circumcision, Christians, Jews and Muslims 
assimilate codes of modesty which are imperceptibly linked to relig- 
ious affiliation and the resulting obligations, relating for example to 
marriage and the upbringing of the next generation. But now con- 
version-based religion is changing this model radically: parents and 
grandparents lose some, and sometimes all, of their predominance in 
religious socialisation, and so the childhood resonances of religious 
behaviour throughout an individuals life are replaced. 

The case should not be exaggerated, to be sure. It would be mis- 
taken to assume that ‘traditionally’ (a much-abused word) the family 
has been the only agent or space of religious socialisation: we have but 
to recall catechism classes, and the influence of the village priest in 
Catholicism, or the importance of the Talmud Torah attended by 
Jewish children in pre-Holocaust Eastern Europe, to place the family’s 
role in perspective. But if we are witnessing a change of emphasis it is 
possible that it has reached a tipping point’: as conversion and ‘rever- 
sion grow, extra-family mechanisms and institutions acquire increas- 
ing authority and power to shape the religious socialisation of young 
people, of converts especially and even of the intra-family socialisation 
processes themselves. Although this research does not focus on religious 
socialisation as such, the involvement of the institutions we describe in 
education and in the inculcation of religious rituals and procedures, is 
self-evident, and not only in the case of converts and returnees them- 
selves and their children. In addition, religion appears to become more 
demanding, and its stipulations more meticulous and invasive, even as 
individuals in religious communities find in them networks of rela- 
tionships which, having been built up in institutions of education and 
learning, or in their process of returning to the faith of their forebears, 
are quite separate from their kinship networks. 

From one point of view, it can be said that these trends show that 
religion is being modernised and adapting to secularisation. Secular- 
isation, understood as the detachment of religion from the state and 
from the compulsory control of marriage, of education, and of much 
else, is part of a generalised process of differentiation, which — over 
the long run — also detaches many functions, for example the organi- 
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sation of production, from kinship relations. So, in itself, the shift of 
functions from home to institutions might be no more than a detail 
in the march of modernity. But they are not just a detail: these chan- 
ges in religious socialisation are taking place in parallel with severe 
conflicts within the great religious traditions over the scope of relig- 
ious authority, over authoritative interpretations of sacred texts and 
what legitimises such authority, over the extent to which religious 
authorities should dictate people’s sexual behaviour, over the extent 
to which the state should submit to religious tutelage. Above all, the 
change in mechanisms of socialisation is occurring at a time when 
mass conversion movements are setting the agenda, and setting the 
pace, in the religious sphere. Whatever the causes of these multi- 
farious changes, they cannot be subsumed under an overarching 
schema of modernity. We need to take account of discontinuities. 


Rationalisation and the miraculous 

When one tries to explain discontinuities, one looks to social move- 
ments. In trying to interpret the break in continuity in the religious 
sphere that we are witnessing, we see that social movements, in inter- 
action with the broad features of modernity, namely differentiation 
and secularisation, have challenged institutions that try to mono- 
polise the administration of the supernatural. As a result innovative 
institutions of religion increase their power over popular religiosity, 
changing its content. This changing content is the belief in textual 
inerrancy and in the veracity of the miraculous, which enjoy wide- 
spread acceptance even in a public imbued with modern popular 
culture and a standard awareness of the rationality of science. The 
uniquely powerful pressures to which individuals are exposed in the 
confluence of conversion-based religion and modernity would thus 
find an explanation not in ‘modernity in general’ but in a vulnera- 
bility arising from the family’s loss of its role in religious socialisation, 
combined with the pressures arising from their involvement in move- 
ments of religious revival and conversion. 

The argument is that in the sphere of religion pressures for ration- 
alisation and pressures for popular self-affirmation converge — the 
latter being a penetration or transcendence of the opacity of modern 
science and bureaucracy by the untutored pursuit of directly appre- 
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hended truth . 2 Modernity and secularisation theories assume that 
religion is identified not with feeling but with doctrine: preachers 
and theologians and academics emerge into the public sphere to talk 
about religion in terms of a theodicy rationally reached by the indi- 
vidual’s own reflection, rather than followed out of a sense of duty or 
habit. The same conception also assumes that religion is a private 
affair and a matter of individual choice, and indeed the modern state 
in its ideal type treats religion as a choice rather than as an identity — 
though this is changing under the impact of identity politics and 
multiculturalism. If it is widely accepted that religion is a matter of 
individual choice, then the idea that it is chosen because it is true, 
and demonstrably true, and that an individual’s choice should be 
defendable in those terms, acquires an appeal. Experience tells us 
that for some people this sequence (not a ‘logic’) becomes quite 
compelling, as in the examples of creationism, ‘proofs’ of miracles, 
faith healing, alternative medicine, Fatima secrets and so on. 

The same environment creates opposite pressures for elite, or 
historic, institutions of religion to become more learned and more 
rational and specialised: theology becomes an academic profession 
on a par with philosophy in general, or with sociology, under the 
guise of ‘religious studies’, drawing its legitimacy from the domain 
of ethics, sociology, philosophy or history, rather than the supernatural. 
Clergymen come increasingly to resemble social workers and coun- 
sellors. Religious institutions identified with the establishment, with 
a time-honoured way of doing things, become more detached from 
the daily practice of the supernatural, accentuating their classic role 
of subordinating the supernatural to rational administration. This is 
the story of the Church of England, and is also the trend detected by 
John Paul II in post-Conciliar Catholicism, which he then tried to 
reverse by encouraging the movements of evangelisation and by 
turning the hierarchy’s attitude to canonisation on its head. 

The question of popular religion 

We thus observe two divergent patterns of rationalisation: the pre- 
viously hegemonic institutions of religion fall victim to classic entzau- 

2 A challenge which goes back to Jean-Jacques Rousseau, as interpreted in Jean 
Starobinski, 197 1 , Jean-Jacques Rousseau: la transparence et V obstacle, Paris: Gallimard, 
(English translation, Chicago University Press, 1988). 
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berung (stripping the magic out of religion), while the new ones 
appropriate the rhetoric of science in support of the esoteric, which 
can be grasped without prolonged scientific training: the opacity of a 
mysterious language can be penetrated through the adoption of a 
rival esoteric which requires little training but much concentrated 
suspension of disbelief, as in the jargon developed by evangelicals, 
Jewish sects and so on. This tension helps to explain the fierce anti- 
intellectualism of conversion-led religious movements: their hostil- 
ity to the use of modern science, archaeology, linguistics etc. to inter- 
pret holy texts, and also to the culture of academia generally. In the 
eyes of the tribunes of this revivalist popular religion, it is the language 
of the experts and the scholars which is opaque and esoteric, while 
their own beliefs are founded in the immediate evidence of experience. 

Max Weber prefigured some of this in more direct language than 
we might use now, especially on the subject of class differences in 
religious dispositions. ‘Once a salvation doctrine and an ethic of intel- 
lectualist origin has become a mass religion, an esotericism or aristo- 
cratic status ethic arises that is adjusted to the needs of the intellectually 
trained groups. Meanwhile, however, the religion has been trans- 
formed into a doctrine of a popular magical saviour, thereby meet- 
ing the needs of the non-intellectual masses’ (Weber, 1978: 505—6). 
The intellectual class, in Weber’s schema, bifurcate, resolving their 
quest for meaning through either contemplative withdrawal or 
romantic populism, like the Russian narodnichestvo , more popularly 
known as the narodniks . 3 In Weber’s scheme the intelligentsia and the 
popular classes are mutually alienated either by intellectualism and 
contemplation, or by the inauthenticity of sponsored popular culture. 
But he also enumerates examples of ‘quasi-proletarian’, ‘petty-bour- 
geois’ or ‘pariah’ intellectualism among, for example the Russian 
peasantry and the German proletariat of his time, whose religious 
needs ‘tended to assume either an ethically rigorous or an occult term’ 
(ibid.: 507-8), as well as in early Christianity, where it was exempli- 

3 Bitterly and sarcastically derided by Lenin (but appreciated by Marx in his later 
years, as in his Letter to Vera Zasulich ), the narodniks (literally populists) were a 
movement of intellectuals who put their faith in the people and in the institution 
of the peasant commune as a way for Russia to become a modern, developed 
country. See Franco Venturi, 1960, Roots of Revolution: a history of the populist and 
socialist movements in nineteenth century Russia , New York: Knopf. 
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fied by Paul. Weber describes how Saint Paul’s ‘conception of the 
relationship between the spirit and the community’ and of ‘the man- 
ner in which spirit is accommodated to the facts of the everyday 
world’ is taken up by successors but ‘eventually dispersed with the 
slow growth of the bishops’ and presbyters’ monopoly of spiritual 
leadership of the community’ (ibid.: 511). For Weber, anti-intellec- 
tualism is a ‘hallmark’ of Christianity, but the tension between anti- 
intellectualism and the institutionalisation of religious knowledge 
and power is present throughout his discussion, albeit more as the 
leading leitmotif than as the object of a definitive pronouncement. It 
re-emerges in the seventeenth-century Anglo-Saxon ‘popular relig- 
ious intellectualism’ created by the ‘unparalleled diffusion of know- 
ledge about the Bible and interest in extremely abstruse and ethereal 
dogmatic controversy’ (ibid.: 514). Weber also undertakes extended 
discussions of the relationship between dogma, priests and congre- 
gational forms on the one hand, and faith, preachers and the masses 
on the other, with allusions to the role of texts, of magic, of virtuosi, 
and to numerous examples ancient and modern, Eastern and Western. 

Today’s popular religious intellectualism, in Christianity, is that of 
evangelical preachers. Their hold over their followers is much more 
powerful than that of their more erudite, more educated opposite 
numbers in the Roman Catholic or Anglican churches. Religious 
entrepreneurs and propagandists combine a degree of organisational 
and political sophistication drawn from the resources of modern 
communication with a sensitivity to popular culture which does not 
fit straightforwardly into the polar opposition taken for granted by 
Weber and many since. To be an intellectual can also mean to master 
the ‘science of the popular’, namely communications and mass media. 
They are communicators and, unlike the classic stereotype of an 
intellectual, they are skilled in conveying the message of the doctrine 
or the text in the idiom of popular culture. This means somehow 
conciliating the message with modernity’s faith in science. The up- 
shot is something like a cult of the scientific — or of a jargon of 
science. The translation of Biblical or supernatural stories into the 
jargon of the vraisemblable demythologises the religious narrative, 
making it a source for very concrete prescriptions for everyday fife. 
After all, if science can convince the layman of the truth of what is 
incomprehensible, and therefore miraculous, such as black holes, 
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even evolution itself, why can religion not prove that the miraculous 
is scientifically demonstrable (but only explicable in supernatural 
terms)? Thus the cures recounted by Pentecostals, and also by the 
more evangelical Jewish sects, are invariably accompanied by state- 
ments such as ‘the doctors had no explanation, but it is true and they 
confirmed it", while Ovadia Yosef tells of the rewards of religious 
observance and his followers recount how a present from a venera- 
ted and elderly Rabbi has, for example, brought an end to infertility. 
Grand narratives become fables: the miracles of Jesus, once caution- 
ary tales with a moral attached, become straightforward incidents of 
healing which we can all imitate, mimic and reproduce. 

In matters religious the supernatural is never kept under control, 
and the popular is never fully subjected to official management, least 
of all by the religious institutions of high culture associated with 
political and intellectual elites. Consequently, movements of relig- 
ious renewal take charge of these elements that have been sidelined 
in the ‘establishment’, 4 but they bring to their mission now what 
might be called a pseudo-rational modernist rhetoric, or a simula- 
crum of rationalised religion: miracles are not depicted by evangeli- 
cal preachers as legitimising myths embodying ethical or identitarian 
truths, with a core of mystery impenetrable to the lay person, rather 
they are advertised as scientifically and demonstrably true instances 
of the supernatural, and become part of everyday routine. 

Any visitor to a Pentecostal church will observe how the Gospel 
miracles are evoked and marvelled at, but closer inspection will re- 
veal that they are retold with a quite different message from that in 
the Gospel: where so often they involve Jesus challenging the estab- 
lished order by healing people who are regarded as unworthy pros- 
titutes, beggars or just poor people — the retelling emphasises only the 
miraculous quality of the cure and the moral is politically unchal- 
lenging: faith heals and Jesus cures. Pentecostal Christianity, and to 
some extent its Jewish counterpart in the conversion movements 


4 It is unfortunate that in English the word ‘established’ has a technical, legal mean- 
ing as well as an everyday connotation. Legally, it refers to the special status of the 
Church of England as the ‘established’ Church — the official state Church headed 
by the monarch. In common parlance, however, it has come to refer to opinion- 
forming elites who have acquired a status (‘social capital’ in Bourdieus sense) 
which confers authority on their pronouncements and tastes, especially in matters 
cultural and political. It is used here in the latter sense, obviously. 
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(Shas and Chabad), have detached the miraculous from the unique: 
the once-hegemonic narratives of Christianity described miracles as 
the work of exceptional individuals, namely Christ and the saints, 
rendered not only exceptional but mythical by the fact that their very 
material existence was not always beyond doubt. Contemporary 
religious movements, especially the neo-Pentecostal churches like 
the Brazil-based Universal Church of the Kingdom of God, empower 
quite ordinary office-holders to administer cura divina. 

This literal quality, the dis-enchantment or banalization of the mira- 
culous, goes together with the fetishism of textual inerrancy. The doc- 
trine of textual inerrancy according to which everything in the sacred 
text is literally true, is inseparable from the fetishisation and the autho- 
ritarianism with which its interpretation is proclaimed by preachers. 
The divine is portrayed as the human writ large: God, it is implied, is 
just like us but omnipotent and omniscient. His morality is ours not 
only in the general sense of, for example, the Ten Commandments, 
but in the detailed punishments and rewards that govern our daily 
lives. The expression ‘fetishisation of the text’ is used in part to de- 
note its detachment from context, but it is also intended to denote 
the great power which is placed in the hands of those who claim a 
monopoly over its interpretation — the guardians of the fetish. For 
one paradox of the idea of inerrancy is that although it proclaims the 
democratisation of the text by saying ‘everyone’ can have access be- 
cause the true message is self-evident in its words, in practice all fol- 
lowers of charismatic and fundamentalist movements share the same 
interpretation, which is proclaimed by the movement’s leadership 
(Boone, 1989). In parallel, there is an esoteric dimension to this cul- 
ture which fetishises the text by reading meaning ‘into’ its secret cor- 
respondences, on the basis of numerology and the like. This can be a 
harmless pastime, or a harmless erudition, but it can also be abused, 
as in the current celebrity-cult of the Kabbalah led by a former 
insurance salesman who has restyled himself ‘Rabbi Berg’. 

In revivalist religion the miraculous is talked of as an almost rou- 
tine everyday occurrence. We see this in the most varied of circum- 
stances: in the pilgrimage centre at Lourdes, with its copious records 
of cures and an official apparatus to decide when a cure is proven, 
and when it is not (Harris, 1999); in the attempts to make creation- 
ism (rebranded as ‘intelligent design’) a science ‘like any other’; in 
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the displays of discarded crutches in evangelical churches; and in the 
case cited in this book of an institution created to demonstrate the 
popular ultra-Orthodox Jewish claim that all modern science can be 
found in Maimonides, or in the Talmud. Followers of text-based 
fundamentalists are told that Biblical personages were flesh and 
blood li^ they are, so the followers too are capable of great feats and 
miraculous deeds. 

While revivalist religion is in some ways, then, more literal, more 
concerned with demonstrating the truth of its claims, in a parody of 
empirical science, the secularised intelligentsia can appear more 
comfortable with, perhaps less threatened by, ‘old-style’ religion. To 
judge by opinion pieces in liberal newspapers such as Ha’aretz in 
Israel (Lefkowitz, 2001) or the Folha de Sao Paulo in Brazil, they seem 
to approve of traditional religion embedded in the rituals and rhy- 
thms of everyday life and the family, or in the safe controlling struc- 
tures of a hegemonic church, while reserving their doubts, even 
hostility, for evangelical and fundamentalist varieties. The Folha , for 
example, has described neo-Pentecostal churches as purveyors of the 
‘fast food of religion’ (Birman and Lehmann, 1999). 5 To modernist 
intellectuals the evangelical attempt to justify religious observance 
on the grounds that supernatural beliefs are true, and can be proven 
to be true, poses a severe challenge, much more so than a defence 
based on a certain reverence for tradition or on a concept of the super- 
natural. They find the passionate conviction that infuses the dis- 
course of the converted either offensive or simply incomprehensibly 
irrational. Recalling Max Weber’s remarks about those intellectuals 
who edge towards romantic populism, they can more easily tolerate 
the ritual life of the supernatural, which requires less conviction 
than conformity and fits with the preconception that religion is a 
matter of tradition, of the past. Thus in Brazil among the educated 
classes, possession cults, sometimes known as Afro-Brazilian (though 
they are nowadays more Brazilian than African), command much 
more respect, as heritage, than the evangelical churches, and in Ghana 
the state has sought to promote indigenous possession cults, as heri- 
tage, even though, maybe because, Pentecostalism has long over- 
taken them both quantitatively and in terms of political legitimacy 
(Meyer, 2004). 


5 Using the English phrase ‘fast food’ in the Portuguese. 
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Bryan Turner, implicitly admitting that he is taking a strong posi- 
tion, says he would go ‘further’ than those who state merely that fun- 
damentalist movements are not opposed to modernity, to argue that 
by embracing modern technology and rational organisational forms, 
fundamentalist movements are, often as an unintended consequence, 
ushering in radical modernity’, a view reminiscent of Weber’s inter- 
pretation of the Protestant sects as, in Turner’s words, ‘the reluctant 
midwives of modernisation’ (Turner, 2004). S. N. Eisenstadt is a little 
more hesitant: in the Chicago Fundamentalism Project s concluding 
volume, he describes the basic ideology of fundamentalism as ‘anti- 
modern: the negation of some of the basic tenets of modernity — of 
the autonomy of the individual, of the hegemony of reason, of the 
ideology of progress’, but Eisenstadt enumerates various ‘distinct 
modern characteristics’ of fundamentalism, such as a predisposition 
to a totalistic worldview’, in addition to an affinity for modern tech- 
nology and methods of organisation (Eisenstadt, 1995: 264). Gabriel 
Almond and others who write the concluding chapters are also 
cautious, noting only fundamentalist movements’ exploitation of the 
techniques and technology that secularisation affords them (Almond, 
Sivan et al , 1995: 405). 

The difficulty of finding a coherent view is partly rooted in the 
quasi-legalistic artificiality of the question ‘are they modern?’, for 
the more relevant question is ‘what are their implications and effects 
in the contemporary (modern) world?’ Depending on our concep- 
tion of modernity, we can take the view that fundamentalist move- 
ments are backward looking and anti-modern, and for that reason a 
threat to the modern way of life, or that they are a threat to that way 
of life precisely because they are modern. Even if these movements 
are part and parcel of modernity, that may not be much of a conso- 
lation, for they may still threaten the well-being or peace of mind of 
many equally modern’ individuals and collectivities. Some theories 
speak of the ‘disembedding’ of habits, institutions and customs (Gid- 
dens, 1990), or the ‘remooring of tradition’ (Thompson, 1995) as 
central features of modernity, opening the way for incorporating 
revivified traditions, and above all traditions transposed to diasporas 
or via mechanisms of cultural appropriation. In this framework, how- 
ever ‘traditional’ the content of a practice might be, it nevertheless 
can, on account of these reflexive factors, become very modern. Cer- 
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tainly, whatever such movements may lack or exhibit in modernity 
of outlook, they are capable of competing in contemporary political 
and mediatic arenas. 

The purpose of this discussion, which began by considering the 
decline of family control of religious socialisation and shifted from 
there to the questions of popular religion and modernity, has been to 
show that although conversion-led religion does represent an import- 
ant break, it is still religion and, modern or not, it still does for its 
followers many of the things religions invariably do. So when we 
compare the text-based fundamentalists and the more spirit-based 
charismatics, we should not conclude that a focus on the text im- 
plies an absence of the supernatural from daily life. Nor does the 
institutionalisation of the shaping of religious souls, which we have 
described as to some extent replacing the family in religious sociali- 
sation, dispel belief in omens or negotiation with supernatural forces 
through modern genies and fortune-tellers, as we saw in Chapter 5. 

RELIGION, FAMILY AND SOCIAL CAPITAL 

Religious movements in the contemporary world can, in simple 
language, make a lot of noise, but it is not easy to interpret that noise 
and its effects. The number of people practicing their religion in one 
way or another seems to be on the increase, but even if this is not the 
case, the numbers visibly practicing and proclaiming their religion in 
the public sphere are increasing, religious voices are making ever 
more confident interventions in politics, and the conversion-based 
movements to which we have paid so much attention are transform- 
ing the meaning of religion in public and private spheres. Finally, 
religious organisations — especially those campaigning for conver- 
sion — seem a ble to mobilise the undivided and all-consuming ener- 
gies of their followers and are making themselves felt in elections, in 
the media and very occasionally by violence. 

Which of their aims are fundamentalist movements most likely to 
achieve and under what conditions? The case analysed in this book 
has a particular contribution to make to answering this question 
because, although in some ways Shas has much in common with 
Christian and Muslim conversion-based movements, it has devel- 
oped in a very particular institutional context, and in these remaining 
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pages we ask to what extent that context has shaped the movement s 
ability to achieve its aims, returning to some of the major themes 
proclaimed by conversion-based movements in different parts of the 
world. The themes of particular interest can be divided into the pri- 
vate sphere (family, children s upbringing, education) and the public 
(social capital and politics). 

Shas activists share with Pentecostals and Islamists a deep anxiety 
about the difficulty parents experience in keeping the respect of 
their children and in keeping them away from the temptations of the 
street, notably drugs. They also share with many, but not all, Pente- 
costal churches and with Islamists, a desire to control their children s 
sexual activity by keeping them away from the temptations of the 
television, videos and the like. The prohibition of contraception 
which is standard (save on medical grounds) among haredi Jews is 
also found among the Brazilian Assemblies of God and similar tradi- 
tional Pentecostal churches, with none of the theological reasoning 
marshalled by the Catholic hierarchy. The neo-Pentecostal Uni- 
versal Church of the Kingdom of God is silent on this matter and, 
instead of prohibiting television, has opened its own network which 
transmits morally acceptable entertainment by day and religious pro- 
gramming by night. In order to gain or regain control over wayward 
and potentially wayward children Shas has provided kindergartens 
and schools with extended hours and a strong culture of obedience 
to teachers, and a timetable of activity which aspires to govern almost 
all a child’s waking hours at home and at school. In principle, in the 
schools for children from the most observant families, when the chil- 
dren are not learning they are praying. Evangelicals have nothing like 
this: in Brazil, in the absence of documented information, we can 
only say that their education activities are limited to Sunday school 
and occasional kindergartens where municipal subsidy can be obtained. 
But the expanding presence of evangelical politicians in local gov- 
ernment will probably make more resources available to them for 
educational activities especially at the pre-school and primary level. 

This is no universalistic, secular social-democratic improvement 
programme. The analysis would be impoverished if it excluded the 
role of the supernatural, especially in family matters. Pastors and Rab- 
bis try to convince their followers that the problems they experience 
in their families — indiscipline, violence, infidelity — are rooted in 
their irreligious way of life and in the work of diabolical forces. The 
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invocation of past sins, even going back to earlier generations, ex- 
plains children’s poor behaviour: among Jews it may be said that the 
mother conceived when she was in the menstrual period of abstin- 
ence, and among evangelicals that some ancestor had become invol- 
ved with a possession cult in order to overcome infertility or to obtain 
the love of a particular man or woman. Either way, present misfor- 
tune is tied to a corrupt contract, to the pursuit of a desired outcome 
at low cost. To combat the misfortune a sacrifice must be made, by 
joining a church or by making t’shuva and studying Torah, and devel- 
oping a different set of reciprocities. 

The evident fact that people living in poverty are the principal — 
though by no means the only — constituency from which movements 
draw their converts, has a place in this account, because joining a 
church or becoming an activist in a movement like Shas costs above 
all time, whereas the alternative responses to poverty and marginality, 
such as medical attention, or joining a club, cost money. If one joins 
this type of religious movement one can achieve recognition and a 
type of citizenship by adopting an austere and observant way of life 
and giving of one’s time, even just by sweeping the church floor, and 
it is in the leadership’s interest to reward such behaviour rather than 
to discriminate against the poor or the dark-skinned. Experience 
suggests that once movements succeed and become wealthy and insti- 
tutionalised — as in the case of Methodism — these patterns change 
and privilege sets in. 

Leaders want to succeed, and they want their movements to ex- 
pand, but to pursue this over a long period exclusively on the basis of 
the sacrifices of their followers is not only wearing, it can also be- 
come dangerous at the extreme. It can lead to the involution we 
witness in cults and catastrophes like the 1978 Jonestown massacre of 
US citizens in Guyana, to armies of volunteers exposing themselves 
unprotected to modern weaponry, or to the epidemic of suicide 
bombing we witness in the Middle East (Atran, 2003a; Berman, 
2003). So, to avoid imposing excessive sacrifices, organisations look 
to politics and the state as sources of funds, offering in return the 
votes of their disciplined followers. Shas has gone further because its 
access to state funds has alleviated the impositions on its core fol- 
lowers and activists, and because it has even been able to build itself 
up as an independent political force. All over Latin America — in 
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Brazil, Guatemala, Peru — evangelical church leaders have gone into 
politics with a corporate, not an ideological agenda: they hope to be 
rewarded with contracts to run charitable activities, schools and the 
like. But doubts remain concerning the extent to which these move- 
ments bring about structural or even significant cultural change in 
their societies. In politics and in the media they have presented a 
challenge and embarrassment to established political elites (Birman 
and Lehmann, 1999), but the political establishment in Brazil, at 
least, overcame its initial distaste and by now has co-opted the evan- 
gelical politicians quite successfully in time-honoured fashion. Evan- 
gelicals do not take part in debates on the major issues in society, 
preferring to keep a low profile and reserve their electoral firepower 
for issues of concern to themselves. They may also have reached a 
plateau in their grassroots expansion: except for the inflated case of 
Guatemala, and despite very high rates of growth which would, if 
maintained, have taken them beyond the 20 per cent mark, in no 
Latin American country have the Protestants passed that proportion. 

Shas has used the funds at its disposal to go further and intervene 
systematically in the family life of its activists and followers. The state 
funds, directly or indirectly, yeshivas for ba’alei Vshuva , who then live 
on the yeshiva premises, or find a wife through the good offices of 
the yeshiva tutors, or if they are married, and if they show they have 
truly changed their way of life, may even find housing through Shas 
channels. Thereafter, if they are living in a Sephardi religious neigh- 
bourhood, they are under pressure to have large numbers of child- 
ren, and also to send them to Shas schools. The numbers involved are 
doubtless below the total of those who might potentially qualify on 
account of their ethnicity and having made Vshuva , but the mechan- 
ism is quite unique for a conversion movement, and shows how with 
state support the movement responds to the crisis of the family. 

Many of the themes we have discussed can thus be brought 
together under the heading of social capital, and the question with 
respect to Shas is whether the movement’s dependence on the state 
has affected its ability to create social capital. For that, translated into 
sociological jargon, is what underlies the Shas leadership’s calls for a 
return to religion and a recovery of Sephardi self-esteem. 

If we base ourselves on a simplified version of Putnam’s account 
of Italy (Putnam, Leonardi et al , 1993) social capital is the conflu- 
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ence of trust in institutions and a rich associative culture. Ashkenazi 
Jewish society in the diaspora exhibits what must surely be a re- 
markably high level of social capital: there is hardly a single cause for 
which that society does not provide an organisation of some kind, as 
a cursory perusal, for example, of the London Jewish Chronicle dem- 
onstrates. 6 We saw early signs of this propensity in the establishment 
of yeshivas in Eastern Europe in the nineteenth century: independ- 
ent self-financed institutions detached from the personal depend- 
encies and family ties of village and small town. But our account of 
North Africa showed that only in the exceptional case of the island 
of Jerba — where Africa’s first printing press was established — was the 
magic formula found. Indeed, the resistance to the attempt to estab- 
lish yeshivas in Morocco shortly after the establishment of the French 
protectorate in 1912 was symptomatic of the difficulties of securing 
long term institutional autonomy among North African Jews, since 
it ran into opposition from local elites accustomed to running insti- 
tutions as if they were their personal fiefdoms. We remarked on the 
consequences for North African Jews when they arrived in Israel, 
for even though they had survived the physical destruction of the 
Holocaust, they did not match the achievement of the Ashkenazim 
in preserving their institutions. To be sure, the Israeli power structure 
and cultural bias was not on their side, and the North African elites, 
presented with more options than the Holocaust survivor gen- 
eration, and little touched by the ideological Zionist movement, had 
tended to migrate elsewhere. But that is not an adequate expla- 
nation. Even if they had encountered the most caringly politically 
correct and multicultural reception — in other words a welcome way 
ahead of its time — the shock would still have been severe. They were 
coming from a society in which religion, family and tribe were de- 
terminants of social position to one which was, on the one hand, 
ferociously individualist and competitive and, on the other, guided 
by a socialist ideology utterly foreign to them. Their skills as artisans 
were poorly rewarded or not in demand at all. The Hebrew they 

6 Recently the London Institute for Jewish Policy Research, as part of its ‘Planning 
for Jewish Communities’ programme, published a report reflecting the awareness 
of this in Jewish organisations: Ernest Schlesinger, 2003, Creating Community and 
Accumulating Social Capital: Jews associating with other Jews in Manchester, ; Report 
no. 2, 2003. 
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knew was not an everyday spoken language and their Arabic was 
quite different from that of the local Arab-speaking population. In 
short, even without violence, the trauma of the migration must have 
been great, greater probably even than the shock experienced by 
those going through the great migrations between Europe and the 
Americas, or between countryside and city in poor countries. 
Migrants usually join a long term trend, and encounter networks of 
earlier migrants in place ready to receive, support and socialise them. 
The waves of North African migration, in contrast, were sudden and 
massive. 

The children and grandchildren of the North Africans have already 
dispersed throughout Israeli society, not least through intermarriage 
with people of Middle Eastern and Ashkenazi origin, but their dis- 
tribution in the socio-economic hierarchy is uneven and their above- 
average exposure to social problems is widely recognised. The Shas 
leaders seized on their malaise and constructed the ideal of returning 
‘to the source’ (El HaMa’ayan), of recreating a world free of the tra- 
vails of modernity. In practice, this means making t’shuva , and pre- 
serving or restoring Sephardi versions of ritual and music — it does 
not mean patronising secular Israeli popular music, despite its strongly 
Sephardi-Arab elements. 

Recreating a lost way of life is a dream, even a fantasy, for Shas as it 
is for many other movements of cultural rebirth. Where Shas was suc- 
cessful was in mobilising at the grassroots for t’shuva and for political 
purposes. To build on what they have already achieved, Shas and its 
followers have to face modernity not only in their methods of mobili- 
sation but also in the content of their message. This means building 
social capital, and recognising the dream for what it is: a dream. 

The theory of social capital in Putnam’s book on Italy tells us that 
what Shas lacks is still a basis for high levels of trust and transparency 
to match their grassroots mobilising skills. His later, and now more 
famous, Bowling Alone , which is about the United States, places more 
emphasis on social capital as a product of the associative fife: it is an 
idea of personal community involvement in a manner which reaches 
out to others and binds them together. The research on religion 
finds that in the United States, although participation in voluntary 
activity is particularly prevalent in churches, it tends to be the pre- 
serve of the most committed, the true believers, who then drive 
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their churches and the political ginger groups allied to them towards 
uncompromising positions, and away from consensus: evangelical 
churches, which resist the trend toward disengagement from institu- 
tionalised religion, do not encourage ‘civic engagement with the 
wider community’ and focus on their own needs and the needs of 
their own faithful (Putnam, 2000). The social capital thus built does 
not strengthen the ties that bind society together. The upshot, we 
might add, is forceful organisation based on tightly knit groups bound 
by personal as much, or more than, institutional ties, to the detri- 
ment of trust and transparency. 

In the case of Shas the disjunction between personal involvement 
and institutional construction may be quite glaring. People may love 
Shas and vote for it, but just as innumerable Americans attend church 
without participating, or claim to be part of a church without attend- 
ing (Putnam, 2000), they may not be faithful to the party when it 
comes to actions which affect their own or their families’ welfare, 
such as their children’s schooling: this is because clientelism makes 
individuals feel vulnerable and dependent on unpredictable deci- 
sions by political intermediaries or party leadership, so if they can, 
and depending on circumstances, they may prefer a more anony- 
mous, although less emotionally appealing, alternative. Israel offers 
such alternatives — in other places they may not exist. 

Unfortunately, a major obstacle to the consolidation of Shas is pre- 
cisely one of the causes of the movement’s success, namely its reliance 
on the state and the political habits of the enclave system. This reli- 
ance encourages clientelism and focuses efforts on the search for state 
or state-supported employment at the expense of building a secure 
base in a supportive constituency. The problem is far from unique: 
popular movements in Latin America — indigenous and other — have 
tended to look for their reproduction to international and govern- 
mental funding rather than to a contributory base (material or non- 
material) among their own rank and file. As a result they have suffered 
from a dependence on external contacts and financing (Assies, 1999). 7 

7 Although the Brazilian Landless Workers’ Movement (Movimento dos Sem- 
Terra — MST) has a vast following, it obtains support by contributions from 
members working in the land reform cooperatives established on land expro- 
priated as a result of the movement s campaigns, and managed under the auspices 
of the MST itself. In other words, it is indirectly funded by the state. 
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On the other hand, it is striking that Pentecostal churches are able to 
fund themselves from their own followers. It is notorious that in 
Africa, even amid the total institutional collapse which afflicts 
certain regions, the one institution which exists is the, usually evan- 
gelical, church. In Latin America, churches, from tiny local one-man 
operations to vast apparatuses like the Universal Church of the 
Kingdom of God, seem able to raise funds even from the poorest 
followers. 

The demands of Shas on its followers are more religious and social 
than financial, while the leadership has not renounced its rhetoric 
claiming discrimination and disadvantage among the country’s Sephar- 
dim. The question is: is this cause best served by continuing depend- 
ence on the state? The evolution of Shas has been determined not 
just by the grassroots mobilisation talents of its activists but also by 
the strategy of turning the fruits of that activism into state support. 
Economic theorists of religion (Iannacone, 1997) would argue that 
this success has been bought at the expense of their autonomy — an 
autonomy which would in its turn require greater sacrifice on the 
part of the users of institutions. Already parents of children in Shas 
schools are pressed, even required, to make sacrifices by leading a 
religiously observant life, but is that enough? They do not have to 
pay much in fees, if anything, and they are not expected to con- 
tribute their labour to constructing school buildings. 

Arieh Deri complained that the brightest young Sephardi stud- 
ents gravitate towards Ashkenazi institutions, depriving the move- 
ment of its future cadres. Is this a case of ‘false consciousness’ or a 
degree of lack of trust? The one highly distinguished and over-sub- 
scribed Shas-related yeshiva we know of is the Tunisian A1 Kisei 
Rachamim in Bnei Brak, but significantly it does not receive sub- 
sidies from the state, rather campaigning for donations and charging 
fees and receiving a proportion of students from outside Israel. Also 
its founders and Director come from Jerba, the island with a unique 
history of creating Jewish institutions in North Africa. Its political 
links seemed to us limited to a respect for Ovadia Yosef rather than 
active involvement. The one Sephardi yeshiva we visited which was 
unconnected with Shas (Yekiri Yerushalayim) was a thriving insti- 
tution, much larger than any Shas yeshiva, even A1 Kisei Rachamim: 
the tutor ( mashgiach ) who talked to us claimed that the yeshiva 
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prospered with no government support at all, was well over-sub- 
scribed and suffered no leakage of its brightest students. He was fero- 
ciously hostile to political Rabbis — among which he counted Shas 
en bloc. Maybe this was just political point-scoring. But maybe there 
is also a lesson here: reliance on the state may have helped Shas build 
up numbers, but that dependence may have sown doubts in the 
minds of its constituency about the quality of its institutions and the 
transparency of their procedures, and about the extent to which 
teachers may be appointed more for their political loyalty than their 
professional merits. Of course they would never raise the matter in 
public, but when issues of schooling are at stake word of mouth is a 
powerful influence on opinion, and hierarchies of prestige are sub- 
ject to fine-grained evaluation. If Shas has to hold down its material 
and religious demands on the parents in order to maintain school 
rolls, then the project of forming a Sephardi elite is in trouble. Some- 
how, if it is to consolidate its roots in society and raise Sephardi self- 
esteem, the movement may have to choose whether or not it should 
try to reduce its reliance on the state and increase the demands made 
on its followers. 
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